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Today, here, as of this instant, I came into this world. 


“You’ll be living here starting today.” 

The door opened on a one-room apartment with wooden flooring. Aside 
from the AC next to the window, it was thoroughly devoid of furniture. 

I entered the room and was handed a plastic insurance card, a navy-blue 
student badge, a silver bankbook, a seal, and a cash card. All attributed to a 
name I’d never heard of. 

“This is your new name and school. This card’s password is your birthday 
so change it at the first opportunity you get.” 

“.Thank you.” 

“You should be thanking him, not me. The card has 200 thousand yen to 
help you start your new life, but after that you’ll have to live off a 150 thou- 
sand allowance. Careful not to get carried away and buy useless stuff.” 

Anything he said went in one ear and out the other. I heard some mum- 
bling along the lines of “I guess ‘carried away’ isn’t the right term,” but I 
couldn’t make sense of it. 

My home? This? No cushions to sit on. Cold, wooden flooring. No tea. No TV 
either. Or manga. 

“..Erm,” I muttered, looking down at all the cards in my hands. “What 
should I do from now on?” 

“Whatever you want. ...Well, it would be great if you could go to school 
normally, study, and not disappoint your teachers.” 

“Normally.” 

“Whatever you do, just don’t get any weird ideas.” 

«Ideas like what?” 

““.Unfortunately, I’m not the respectable adult I’d need to be to give you 
life advice,” he said, putting a hand on my shoulder before leaving the apart- 


ment. 


After the cold sound of the door closing faded away, I slowly raised my 
head. 

“..There’s not a damn thing.” 

I re-acknowledged something I already knew. The kitchen had a faucet 
and a range, but nothing like the kind I was accustomed to. 

I put the cards down on the floor and moved my hands to open the phone 
in my pocket—then noticed: it didn’t open. 

I quickly remembered. Unlike the sliding phone I’d been using up to now, 
this one needed to be twisted open. I was this close to breaking my new phone 
already. 

“Oh right...didn’t Oda break a phone like that and get scolded like crazy?” 

Reminiscing about a friend, I opened my mailbox. 

...Nothing. Not even a hamburger restaurant’s webzine or spam. ‘Thank 
you for your purchase,’ just that initial message from the cellphone company. 

I tried to email a friend, and noticed yet again. 

“Huh...what was his mail address again? Titan...? Tytan? Wait, what about 
the rest? What is he under? @docomo.co.jp?” 

I typed the brief message ‘I got a new phone’ and sent that. A reply came 
back instantly with a beep. ‘Error. This mail address doesn’t exist.’ 

“Ah. ...Was it @docomo.ne.jp?” 

I fixed the address and sent it once more. 

Another beep rang right as I pressed the button. 

‘Error. This user couldn’t be found.’ 

I added his birth month after the username. 

‘Error.’ 

It might have been his birthday instead. 

‘Error.’ 

Or his attendance number. 

‘Error.’ 


School year? 


‘Error.’ 

His sister’s birthday. 

«.When was his sister born even?” 

All I got was error reports. I gave up after six attempts. 

No need to fixate on emails. I can ask him through DMs on social media. I just 
need to connect to the internet. 

““’.Oh, my bookmarks are gone.” 

Instead, I got there by searching on Google. 

‘Please log in to use this service.’ 

This was mine so I remembered. I filled the boxes with no hesitation and 
pressed send. ‘Your phone data doesn’t match with the user profile. If you 
have changed your phone, please register your new information here.’ 

“The hell, such a pain...” 

I clicked on it and got asked a new question. 

‘What is your favorite food?’ 

“’.Ramen?” 

Unsure of myself, I typed that. 

‘Error.’ 

“Fried Chicken.” 

‘Error.’ 

“Curry rice.” 

‘Error. This account has been temporarily locked. To unlock it, access it 
from a PC and re-enter your information.’ 

“T don’t...have one.” 

The moment I gave up, my stomach growled. Right, I hadn’t eaten any- 
thing all day. 

I figured I’d make myself cup ramen and headed to the kitchen. I faced 
resistance there yet again. I had a stove and water, but you can’t make ramen 


without a container. 


I remembered seeing a convenience store on the way here. I could go there 
and either get hot water for ramen, buy an onigiri and sweet bread, or heat up 
a bento. 

I stood up, then realized as I made my way to the entrance: no desk meant 
I had to eat my bento off the floor. Also, I didn’t have a bed or sheets so I’d 
have to sleep directly on the floor tonight. At least I was unlikely to catch a 
cold with the summer temperatures. 

Oh right, I noticed and opened the door to the bathroom. A tiny, beige, pre- 
fabricated bath. This wasn’t a hotel so of course it didn’t come with soap and 
towels. No toilet paper either. Had I not realized, this could’ve been a disaster. 

“T gotta buy food and toilet paper.” 

That was the bare minimum for now. I sluggishly grabbed the keys and the 
cash card as I prepared to go outside. 

I felt like I was in an escape game. Gather items and solve the locked 
room’s puzzle to escape —a type of flash game on the internet. 

What other items did I need to live? 


What would living even do for me? 


16 years of my life had vanished into nothingness. I’d lost my friends, my 
family—my entire livelihood. Even my chopsticks, my bed, and my trash can. 

The boundless freedom sprawling before me was a facade for bottomless 
void. 


...For some reason, I didn’t cry. 


“To not disappoint.’ What does that mean?” 


What’s ‘normal’? 


Mission 1: Find the Animal Slaughterer! 
~The Juvenile Seton’s Crime~ 


That summer, many died. 

An indiscriminate killer slashed through Tokyo, a boy massacred his own 
family, and a serial killer only targeting young boys ran wild. 

Being in the position of looking after adolescents in a delicate period of 
their lives, each and every one of these blood-reeking cases sent waves 
through our already-sensitive nerves. 

“Wh-what should we do? Tell the police?” 

“Can’t really afford not to, can we? You know how it works, someone do- 
ing such a thing for fun will target humans next.” 

“Hold on. If the culprit is a student, wouldn’t it be unwise to call the police 
and make a big deal out of this?” 

“A student...” 

Everyone lowered their gazes. One clicked their tongue, one sighed, and I 
kept biting my lip. 

The crime scene was the aviary behind the main building. There were six 
confirmed victims at present—well, six birds. All budgies. Security guards 
found corpses by the entrance of the aviary during their patrol. 

They then found a disfigured bird at the bottom of the courtyard’s pond 
and managed to catch two more who’d fled into the neighborhood with bug 
nets, but we still had no idea of the whereabouts of four birds. To make it even 
more blood-curdling, we found a tiny syringe in the courtyard. The needle 
was too small for medical use, but it reeked of crime regardless. 

The budgies were the issue. Even without invoking the animal welfare act, 
property damage was already a criminal offense on its own. If we bought re- 
placement birds and fixed the aviary’s entrance instead of calling the police, 


it would kind of conclude this case. 


Vice Principal Makihara was hesitant. Of course he would be. Daiba Acad- 
emy was a private institution; giving ourselves the reputation of nurturing 
animal-killing children would impact our number of applicants next year. 
With the incessant declining birth rates as of late, it might very well bea death 
sentence. We were a company, not a public institution. 

Fujita, the math teacher, had a fairly strong sense of justice compared to 
Makihara. He was conflicted over the possibility of more victims popping up 
in case we chose not to rock the boat and let the criminal run free. 

The crux of the dilemma lay in whether those new victims would have 
basic human rights. If it didn’t escalate past property damage, we could al- 
ways turn a blind eye to it again. 

To give him some credit, Makihara didn’t seem only preoccupied with the 
school’s image: 

“But what to do,” he muttered, nervous. “If we don’t find the culprit and 
give him the right counseling, he might do like Fujita-sensei said and attack 
humans next. If that were to happen...” 

“Tn that case, I know some people I can call up. They’ re way easier to han- 
dle than the police.” 

“Really, Yuri-sensei?” 

I was met with a suspicious look from Fujita and a gaze of faint hope from 
Makihara. ...I mean, I was a chemistry teacher. Maybe he expected me to be- 
come the next Sawaguchi Yasuko!’ and find the culprit with cutting-edge fo- 
rensic knowledge. 

Sadly, those expectations were only half-on-the-money. I opened my 
phone and made a call. 

The five most proficient people I knew joined us on the scene 18 minutes 


later. 


1 Lead actress of the long-running scientific criminal investigation TV series The Woman of 
S.R.I since 1999. 


“Wonderful! To think you’d actually bring us a case...Yuri-sensei I’m de- 
lighted you’ve finally awakened to your vocation as our club advisor.” 

Looking at the lineup, the vice principal was baffled. 

“Yuri-sensei, aren’t these our students?” 

“The members of the mystery novel club I’m advising.” 

“Thanks for your continued patronage, we’re the boy detectives club!” 

It really doesn’t count as continued nor even as patronage.. Why are they so 
high-spirited today? 

Satake Hiroshi, the president, was a third year; Kawasaki Junpei was a first 
year; and the other three were second years. With an average age of 16, did 
they really have the right to call themselves a boy detectives club? 

Fujita signaled his presence with a loud click of the tongue. 

“What can kids do? Mystery novels, eh? We aren’t playing around here. If 
you're just here to play detective, get out! It’s not because we’ re dealing with 
birds that you can screw around.” 

“Still, they’re more knowledgeable than any of us in this field.” 

I stood up for them, but couldn’t say the real reason why I’d called those 
young detectives here: The culprit might be one of them. 

Even if that hunch turned out wrong, they had a much better chance of 
understanding the mentality behind killing animals than us. 


Things were definitely going somewhere. 


Still, they showed way more skill than I’d foreseen. Once they were all 
done putting on white gloves like police officers in those crime shows, Toujou 
Yukimaru, one of the second-year students, started taking pictures of the 
crime scene with a digital single-lens reflex camera. He was more pragmatic 
than any of the teachers. He was used to handling equipment of the kind, too. 


I doubt many people out there would be comfortable with such an imposing 


camera. His short hair and glasses even gave him the look of a war camera- 
man, despite his young age. 

The other members weren’t any less impressive. 

“Tararara-ta-taaaan!” Humming a Doraemon sound effect, Satake pro- 
duced a big, orange box from his sling bag. It read Detective Spy Set — by: The 
Science Magazine for Adults. The other members huddled around it. 

‘“Got this in case of something like this happening! I saw it in the AIBOU 
forensic movie and impulse-bought it on the spot. But get this—the movie 
made it go out of stock in every online bookstore! Man, I really thought I was 
gonna die when I found myself searching in Village Vanguard.” 

“How’s that impulsive? Didn’t you go through hell to find it?” 

“C’mon, no need to nitpick me. Look, aluminum powder and luminol re- 
agent! We can finally be CSI too! We can safely say we’ve caught up to the 
forensic science from Holmes and Queen’s era!” 

It really was an impressive collector’s item. However, Satake, with his 
small frame and narrow eyes, already looked like he was constantly smiling, 
so seeing him more elated than ever only lowered Fujita’s eyebrows. 

“T swear they’re just here to play around...” 

“That’s why we’re better,” muttered back Koga Takaya, another second- 
year student. He was a quiet student to begin with and didn’t show much 
trepidation in front of the Detective Spy Set. “The culprit’s doing this for fun 
too. You actually think someone out there is desperate to kill a few birds? 
You’re the one encouraging them by taking this so seriously.” 

Noticing something off, Fujita directed a harsh look at him. 

“You aren’t going to play with them?” 

“Nah, I’m not enough of a kid for that.” 

“Unskilled people helping would only hinder them. Better to let motivated 
people be in charge.” 

That mature tone belonged to Sugino Sarasa, the last second-year student. 


The club’s only female member. Seeing as she didn’t show any shock or 


scream upon being confronted with bird corpses, she probably didn’t have 
any female friends (just my personal guess). 

She was pretty, however. Her serene face was well-featured, obviously, 
but she had also tied up a braided strand of her otherwise long, straight hair 
(that alone was a rarity these days) with a ribbon, pushing it to the back. The 
so-called ‘fair lady haircut.’ Even if I spent the remainder of my life whole- 
heartedly straightening my hair and keeping them to a semi-long size, I 
would never attain that natural straightness. 

Although she’d slightly rolled up her skirt to shorten it, her uniform didn’t 
come off as irregular. She could easily timeslip fifty years back and still pass 
as the daughter of a prestigious family. 

Contrasting these two’s cold demeanor, Kawasaki the first-year was in- 
tently staring at the tiny screw he was holding up with extra-thin tweezers 
through his goggle-shaped loupes. They weren’t joking with the whole being 
like CSI thing... His remarkably small frame was a rare and shocking reminder 
that high schoolers used to belong in elementary school as little as three or 
four years back. He muttered in a high-pitched voice—which seemingly had 
yet to have dropped in spite of his age: 

“The ridge’s all messed up. Looks a hella lot like someone force-spun it in 
the wrong direction.” 

“T get there are screws of all types, but don’t they all spin in the same di- 
rection, normally?” 

“Yep, our culprit must not be the handy type. Must be a severe case, if they 
don’t even know how screws work.” 

Unfortunately I wasn’t any wiser on that, so I would be included in their 
profiling. 

The Detective Spy Set apparently didn’t come with a forensic brush; Sa- 
take was applying aluminum powder to the aviary’s broken door with the 


down puff of an ear pick. He put a lot of emphasis on appearances, it seemed. 


The culprit had seemingly removed the entire latch supporting the pad- 
lock with a screwdriver, one didn’t need a set of forensic tools to tell. 

Sampling fingerprints is good and all, but how were they planning on us- 
ing them? Did the Detective Spy Set come with some search software that 
connects to criminal databases? Of course not—I rejected the idea, but Sa- 
take’s undertaking turned out to have a point. 

Among the many fingerprints seemingly belonging to caretaking com- 
mittee students, one clearly stood out. 

It was small. The size of a girl’s pinky finger. However, the five fingers of 
ahand don’t all leave the same kind of prints. That’s the conclusion everyone, 
both students and teachers, reached after inspecting their own hands. 

“Who has the tiniest fingers here?” 

“Either me or Takumi-kun, I would say,” Sugino moved forward and 
compared hands with Kawasaki. Despite looking like an elementary schooler, 
his hands were still a size larger than Sugino’s. Sugino held up her index fin- 
ger next to the fingerprint, making sure not to touch the door, and offered a 
comparison. It was indeed quite small. That was the most conclusive piece of 
evidence we had gotten yet. 

“Since it’s smaller than both Kawasaki’s and a girl’s, there’s a chance the 
culprit isn’t one of our students. Likely a middle or elementary schooler. 
Maybe an outside student randomly found their way into the school grounds 
and only touched the door before leaving, but I’d say we can ignore that pos- 
sibility.” 

Satake seemed to have complaints for Fujita after he’d stolen the most 
juicy part of the deduction from him when he’d done all the hard work, but 
he just shut his mouth. 

“So it’s not one of our students, right?” Makihara was overtly relieved. 

Irked by the adults’ attitude, Sugino muttered in sarcasm, “How about 


you search for the tiniest fingers in the school a la Cinderella?” 


“Bringing everyone here and having them put a hand to the door until we 
find the culprit?” 

“Well, we can transfer the fingerprints with cellophane tape.” 

“Don’t be stupid. Now that we know it’s not a student from here, we’re 
calling the police. Use your brains,” Fujita delivered in a cold-hearted man- 
ner before shooing the students away with his hands. “If you get the picture, 
collect your toys. ’Can’t let it be known that we called over students to play 
detective.” 

“Which turned out quite useful, didn’t it? A word of gratitude or two 
shouldn’t hurt,” Sugino reproached in Satake’s stead. Fujita furrowed his 
eyebrows, but ultimately couldn’t find the words to argue the Sugino Sarasa 
of class 2-1 down. 

Sugino wasn’t an especially model student nor from an affluent family, 
but circumstances currently placed her in a privileged position. After an awk- 
ward silence, Fujita muttered, “Good job, y’all.” 

Kawasaki lost no time in butting in: “Wait, wait, wait! Seriously, are we 
packing up already?” 

“Huh? Are we the police’s curtain raiser or something?” Toujou sounded 
unsatisfied too. Of course he would. At this rate all the glory would go to Sa- 
take and Fujita. 

“Leaving it to the police is for the best! We can’t just leave a kid who does 
stuff like this for fun at large, can we? We need to straighten them with ap- 
propriate punishment.” 

“But wasn’t the plan to let them be if they were a student from here? 
Adults are so unfair...” Kawasaki complained. 

“We wouldn’t have let it go unpunished even if they were one of our stu- 
dents!” 

“Would you really? Also, it’s not like contacting the police automatically 
means they will get punished,” Sugino dropped another bomb and robbed 


Fujita of his tongue. Anything she said became ‘special,’ which made it all the 


more vicious. “Koga-kun? What about you? I want to hear your opinion on 
this.” 

“Right, Koga. You’re the only one who hasn’t done anything,” Fujita 
jumped on this occasion to change the topic. 

Koga had transferred into our school back in July, right before summer 
break, and seemed to have integrated well into the club without facing any 
bullying. 

Despite his lanky limbs and dyed hair being just short of making an im- 
pactful impression on their own, this boy’s presence was anything but unre- 
markable. He wasn’t pretty or ugly enough to attract the eyes, and he didn’t 
look like a delinquent at first glance. Brown-dyed hair isn’t rare these days. 
He lacked individuality. 

And yet, oddly enough, attention gathered on him. His necklace and silver 
earrings violated school regulations, but neither I, Makihara, nor even Fujita 
had noticed those yet. 

Koga put a finger to his jaw and fell into thought for a bit, then dropped 
these words: 

“The motive is crucial here.” 

“Ts it, really? Didn’t you say they’d done it for fun minutes ago? When it 
comes to juvenile crimes, it’s either stress that comes from their household, 
from exams, or from bullying.” 

“Why are you linking fun and stress? What’s your hobby?” 

“Mine?” Fujita furrowed his eyebrows. 

‘“What’s your hobby?” he repeated. 

“« ..3X3,” Fujita gave in. 

“Do you only play when you’re in a bad mood?” 

“Are you saying they killed those birds purely as part of their hobby? 
That’s even worse, they’d seriously need to see a counselor.” 

“Would they?” 

‘What are you getting at, Koga?” 


Fujita was irritated, but other members wanted to chip in as well. They 
started voicing their own opinions one after the other, like falling dominoes. 

“Maybe there’s a guy on some anti-animal board with a pet abuse hobby 
currently following their ancestor Dirlewanger’s? footsteps and going wild 
on a thread named something like ‘live bird massacre,’ posting pics they up- 
loaded on whatever host,” Toujou took out his iPhone and started manipu- 
lating the touchscreen using his thumb alone with great deftness. 

“No need to look it up.” 

The one who stopped him was Sugino. 

“T passed in front of Hibari Kindergarten and Higashi Elementary on the 
way here but didn’t see anything of note.” 

‘What do you mean?” 

“A culprit craving for attention to the point of posting their act on the in- 
ternet would choose their audience: young, pure children still unaccustomed 
to the sight of blood. What do you think would happen if a mutilated bird 
corpse was found in a kindergarten or elementary school? The children would 
cry, the staff would call the police, and the PTA would make a ruckus to force 
students to go home in groups. With some luck you might get some gossip 
show’s cameras to come over. Doesn’t that sound lovely enough to make a 
pervert criminal ejaculate?” 

“Sugino Two... A girl shouldn’t use that kind of foul language!” 

“Pardon,” she received Satake’s warning with a shrug, her face still 
adorning a smile. 

But Satake had merely objected to Sugino’s diction; he seemed to be 


mostly agreeing with her. 


? An infamous case of pet cruelty committed by internet user Dirlewanger (named after the 
nazi Oskar Dirlewanger) who tortured a kitten to death for several hours through various 
means, live-reporting the entire act and uploading many pictures of the process on multiple 
2ch boards in real time. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2002 Japan animal cruelty case 


“Sugino Two is right, a massacre performed purely for enjoyment would 
probably show more self-assertion and cruelty. Maybe they’d leave a mani- 
festo. But here, there’s barely any blood. We can’t disregard this facet in our 
profiling.” 

As expected of someone purchasing those strange toys, he used an awful 
lot of pretentious technical terms. 

“Maybe they wiped off the blood?” 

“Wanna check if luminol reacts?” 

“That only glows for 30 seconds after applying the agent, drop the idea,” 
I made sure they gave up just in case. A mature decision coming from the re- 
alization that, if we really were going to call the police, continuing these ‘sci- 
entific investigations’ would be unwise. 

“To begin with, do you guys have an idea of the weapon used to kill the 
budgies or even just the cause of death?” 

“Airsoft guns. Probably through contusions,” Toujou responded on the 
spot, still navigating his iPhone. 

Fujita blinked a few times. 

“You haven’t inspected the corpses, how can you tell?” 

“There are BB pellets in the aviary. The cheapest kind. Not even for gas or 
electrical guns. Probably made for 2,000-yen toy guns for kids. The modern 
equivalent of the old striker gun.? These days, the real ones used in airsoft are 
made of biodegradable plastic that’ll decompose if you don’t pick them up. 
They barely hurt humans on impact, but on something tiny like a budgie, I’m 
fairly sure they would be able to cause a brain hemorrhage or break bones that 


then stab organs and make them rupture,” he answered fluently. 


3 Also called spring guns, these toy guns using 7mm pellets wrapped in silver were highly 
popular among children in Japan and are considered the ancestor of airsoft guns. 


Hearing Toujou’s deduction gradually turned Fujita’s surprised expres- 
sion into a dubious one—as if he wanted to ask him “Are you sure you didn’t 
do it?” 

However, Sugino delivered the punchline before he could put into words 
what shouldn’t be. 

“Quite messy. To begin with, if they were going to do it this early, at dawn, 
it would have been more efficient to sneak on the birds in their sleep and twist 
their necks rather than using a noisy toy gun. Not to mention, hitting such 
small targets in the dark isn’t the easiest thing, making it even more inevita- 
ble to forget some bullets behind.” 

“Maybe they didn’t want to touch the birds directly?” 

“But they did just that. The fingerprints on the door tell us they weren’t 
wearing gloves. Remember the corpse found in the pond? That’s an unfortu- 
nate case of what we call transit loss. It didn’t actually die there.” 

“Transit? Why move the corpses? Not like they wanted to erase all evi- 
dence, clearly. They’re just corpses...” 

“What if that’s why, it was to eat them,” Kawasaki suggested jokingly, 
which Sugino promptly rebuked: 

“Blue kills the appetite. That’s the ABCs of dieting. Nobody wants to eat 
tiny blue birds.” 

That was highly convincing, coming from a girl going through puberty. A 
girl that age not into diets is basically a mental health red flag. 

“Also, the Second Middle School’s rabbits have more meat to them. It’s 
barely five minutes away and not much more secure than here. You can also 
find tons of ducks near the station. Nobody would bat an eye at a wild duck or 
two getting killed. There’s no actual need to target a locked room with that 
motive.” 

“Tf it had to be this school...” Koga muttered to himself before raising his 
face. He seemed to have come up with something. His eyes were wide open. 


“Yurippe, forget the police.” 


“Did you figure something out?” 

“Tt’s because they did it for fun.” 

Fujita furrowed his eyebrows. 

“T don’t get you. This being ‘for fun’ is exactly why we need the police to 
put them back onto the straight path.” 

“There’s no need to do that. We’re not actually dealing with a deviant who 
beats birds to death for their enjoyment.” 

“Keep your story straight. They’re doing it for fun but not taking pleasure 
in it?” 

“They are taking pleasure. But not in the act of killing. They’re after the 
corpses.” 

“The corpses?” 

“What do you mean?” I also asked. Koga seemed confident. 

“This isn’t a case of property damage, but of theft. They just wanted the 
budgies. And they either didn’t want to bother with living ones, or their 
building doesn’t allow pets. Or maybe their parents are allergic, who knows. 
That’s why they killed them, that’s the only reason.” 

“T still don’t get it.” 

“Tt’s like, you know, bug collections. Who cares if your stag beetle or rhi- 
noceros beetle is alive. And butterflies are way harder to keep alive. Do you 
know how one even takes care of those?” 

“Bug collections? But with birds...?” 

“You’re the ones putting them in arbitrary categories. Bugs, birds, frogs; 
they’re all the same—to kids, at least. In the first place, it makes zero sense 
that women can wear fox fur as scarves, inns can decorate their walls with 
stuffed pheasants, but somehow budgies are not acceptable.” 

There, I chimed in. 

“Koga-kun, hold on a second. So you’re saying the culprit...” 

“They wanted to make stuffed budgies. That tiny syringe comes from a 


bug collector kit sold to children.” 


“That’s not... Those syringes are barely dipped in alcohol, most of it is col- 
orants, you know? They wouldn’t put strong chemicals in something kids 
might put in their mouths. Also, even formalin would have trouble keeping 
something the size of a budgie from rotting.” 

“All based on standards you’ve decided on. When you get things down to 
brass tacks, the freezer is good enough at preserving them,” Koga muttered, 
lowering his gaze. His tone came off as sincere to me. “What’s wrong with it, 
exactly? I get it, kidnapping a random kid and stuffing it in your freezer 
makes you acriminal, for sure. Throw those people in jail or asylums or what- 
ever. But these are just budgies.” 

“Budgies are cute, though! Killing them and putting their corpses in your 
freezer is just-” 

‘And if you find something cute, can you only say ‘wow, so cute,’ and take 
a pic with your phone?! You can’t do anything else?!” 

The menacing aura generated by Koga raising his voice made even Fujita 
flinch. 

“Some people will want to take them home. That’s all there is to it. What’s 
the problem? Of course stealing them from school is wrong. You shouldn’t 
pluck from flower beds. It’s as bad as shoplifting. Call their parents or what- 
ever. Go ahead. But it’s only wrong because they’re someone’s property. Give 
them a lil’ punch to knock sense into their head and the case is closed. Is 
plucking flowers in a prairie a crime? If you catch a dragonfly and let it die, is 
that a crime? If you pick up a lizard’s severed tail, are you a necrophile? What 
kind of fucked up criminal did Horyuji Temple’s Tamamushi Shrine inspire? 
They just want to obtain something they find pretty, what’s so wrong with 
that? They’re only asking for that one thing and yet all you have for them in 
response is no, no, no, no, and no! Is it so bad that one must spend every re- 
maining day of their life hearing ‘Oh he killed an animal,’ ‘Wow he’s such an 


unempathetic monster’! ? Do you have to put them in an asylum for that! ? Are 


you gonna keep treating us like monsters! ? Are we such ugly and cryptic crea- 
tures in you all’s eyes, huh! ?” 

His voice was really loud by his standards. Upon finishing, he seemingly 
returned to his senses and suddenly began walking. 

“T’m leaving. Call the police if that makes you happy. Don’t make mea part 
of this,” he coldly delivered at the end. 

Neither the other members nor teachers dared to stop him. 

‘Woah... I’ve never seen Koga talk this much before,” Toujou commented 
to Satake. 

For some reason, I felt a difficult-to-suppress urge within me. 

“ ..Fujita-sensei, Koga-kun does have a point. Tezuka Osamu and Yourou 
Takeshi loved collecting bugs. And Edison dropped out of school because of 
learning disabilities. Can you hear that some kids can express their potential 
in antisocial ways?” 

“You think that justifies not contacting the police?” 

Was Fujita consciously suppressing the emotions in his voice? Koga’s 
blood-chilling scream had failed to change his position. 

“That’s too unreliable. Sorry, but I can’t tell apart a future Edison from a 
deviant.” 

“Hey, wow, should a teacher be saying that...” 

“T have to say it because I’m a teacher.” 

Even Toujou’s jab didn’t faze him. 

“These geniuses and whatnot lead everyone around them by the nose, but 
once they reach 20 and turn into normal people, they just make for a pitiful 
sight. Let’s call the police, vice principal.” 

Prompted by Fujita, Makihara replied “Uh, all right,” his eyes swimming. 

I knew I couldn’t let this happen. I called out to him. 

“T’ve also experimented on mice in my university’s lab.” 


“For experiments, yeah. Completely different situations.” 


“No they’re not. The only difference is being told to do it or doing it spon- 
taneously. Are you sure you want to ruin a kid who might be the next Seton?” 

“Again, sorry, I’ll prioritize the safety of my school’s 491 students over 
this random, plausible Seton. Isn’t that our role as teachers? Am I wrong, 
Sugino?” 

‘“You’re passing me the bomb there, Fujita-sensei?” Sugino cackled. 

I couldn’t believe my ears. Sugino, however, who seemed to be taking it 
well, added with sarcasm, “I do not wish for you to protect me—nor doI think 
you ever would—but I don’t see why you shouldn’t choose whichever option 
you like the best. Not like that to-be-condemned Seton’s future impacts me.” 

She then waved a hand, picked up her bag, and initiated her leave. 

“T almost forgot—Yuri-sensei. Could you just retell me this whole story 
in detail once that poor Seton gets caught?” 

The abnormal boy and girl having taken their heroic leave, the remaining 
members from the mystery novel club seemed to be stuck in a daze. Kawasaki 
let out a long sigh. 

«.Man, what did we come for, ’gain?” 

“This detective thing isn’t fun... Let’s go home and play some online 
Werewolf.” 

“Come on, let’s watch the luminol’s reaction! I’m not taking this useless 
shit home!” 

“Read the mood, Satake. Now’s clearly not the time for that.” 

Fujita grabbed the three head-hanging boys by their necks. 

“Hold on, the self-proclaimed Holmeses stay here. You still need to show 
the police the pictures you took and explain what happened with the finger- 
prints.” 

“You doofus! Holmes...Holmes is...Holmes is...ahh! I’ve never claimed to 
be that! That detective = Holmes connection is the proof of a feeble mind! 


When we call ourselves the boy detectives club you gotta think Edogawa 


Ranpo! Use your brain! Also if I’m gonna call myself something, I’d at least 
choose Queen!” 

“Hear me, Satake, people usually think ‘Freddie Mercury’ when hearing 
that name.” 

“People? You clearly aren’t a representative of the people, Toujou!” 

During that general commotion, I was having antisocial thoughts to my- 


self: 


Please, may this culprit not be as pure-hearted as Koga predicted them to be. 
May they be infinitely more complex and cryptic than he imagined. May they be of 
ruthless evil. May the police not catch them. 


Please, may this juvenile Seton’s crime remain unpunished. 


Mission 2: Don’t Forgive the Cheating Teacher! 
~A Focus on Yuri Chihaya~ 


On the night of the budgie case, Fujita was grumbling away at the counter 
of a bar while stuffing his mouth with pickled eggplant snacks. 

“The hell’s wrong with these kids? That Koga guy, especially. I get why 
Sugino is ‘special,’ but he’s not like that. And yet she seems to be keeping him 
on her radar. Who even is he? Sugino’s boyfriend?” 

“Sugino Two isn’t that kind of girl. Don’t try to apply common sense to 
her, it will backfire.” 

The moment I finished my sentence, he slammed his almost-empty beer 
mug against the table and went after me. 

“You said ‘Sugino Two’ just now, didn’t you? That nickname is forbidden. 
She is Sugino Sarasa, Sugino Sakura’s little sister. Little sister. Not her re- 
placement or reincarnation.” 

His nitpick was as rational as ever, but practice doesn’t always follow the- 
Ory. 

Fujita ordered a refill with a shout before moving even closer to me. 

“T can’t stand Sugino Sarasa alone in the first place. I know Kojima-sensei 
told us not to stimulate her, but should we really leave her be?” 

“We can’t take risks with her, there’s honestly no telling what she might 
do.” 

“No telling, eh... Can’t they think of us who’ve gotta freaking take care of 
a living bomb. It’s her own fault that she’s like that and yet the school is being 
blamed instead, damn it.” 

“That still doesn’t justify expulsion, does it? Don’t forget, she’s a victim.” 

I was pecking at a bowl of shiokara on my own. I couldn’t handle alcohol 
well. Buying a jar of shiokara when living alone is a surefire way to find your- 


self with leftovers, so I tried to have those at restaurants whenever possible. 


The third-year Sugino Sakura’s death dated back to May. She was stran- 
gled on her way back from cram school at eleven at night. The culprit had yet 
to be arrested. She wasn’t robbed or molested, apparently. 

The school’s students and teachers were thoroughly investigated. Ironi- 
cally, that’s what fueled most of our knowledge regarding her tragic demise: 

It happened in a thicket next to a children’s playground. A passing high 
schooler discovered the corpse. He was allegedly headed to a convenience 
store on his way to a relative’s house. He didn’t live in the prefecture, and 
naturally had no connections with Sugino Sakura. The estimated times of 
death and of discovery were so far apart the police decided he had no part in 
the murder. 

Sugino Sakura’s clothes showed no sign of dishevelment and her belong- 
ings hadn’t been scoured, but as a result of her being strangled from behind 
with a string-like object, she had scratched at her neck to the point of paint- 
ing her fingers red with blood. If there’s one thing we didn’t need to be told, 
it’s that her last expression wasn’t a peaceful one. I had to wonder: Was there 
any valid reason for an 18-year-old girl to meet such a cruel death? 

With robbery and molestation being crossed out, the only angles left were 
a random attack or the result of a grudge. The entire school was checked in- 
side out— especially students from her grade—but high schoolers with an al- 
ibi this late in the night are scarce. Most were either on their way home from 
a cram school, like her, or already home. The family’s testimony doesn’t 
make for an alibi, apparently. Therefore, only the few who had run away to a 
friend’s house, the few who were pretending to be staying at a friend house’s 
only to spend time at their girlfriend/boyfriend’s place, and the few who had 
lied about their age to get into a karaoke place were removed from the list of 
suspects. As for myself and Fujita...it didn’t take long to prove our immoral 


alibi. It really pays off to save receipts just in case. 


The biggest suspect was Nasu Outa, a student from Sugino Sakura’s grade 
and her boyfriend at the time, but no potent motive was found despite his lack 
of an alibi. The investigation could have ended early had Sugino been preg- 
nant or cheating on him, however, the autopsy had proven her to be a pure 
maiden. ... Though this line of thinking nurtures a mindset that loose women 
deserve to be killed, which is just as frightening. If we abide by that, I should 
have been killed at least three times already. 

The next person in the police’s sight was Ozaki Nana, yet again from the 
same grade. She apparently held a furtive love for Nasu Outa. That was good 
enough of a motive. The next suspect was Sugino Sakura’s best friend, Fu- 
kuda Maiko. Suspecting the victim’s innermost circle first must be quite 
harsh for their mental state. 

Ultimately, though, nothing bore fruit. The police were now solely inves- 
tigating the indiscriminate murder line. They concluded that, as she was 
pretty cute, it wasn’t hard to imagine deviants, stalkers, or anyone passing 
by developing ill intentions. Nothing good comes with beauty. 

Now, the actual issue was with Sugino Sarasa. After a few weeks spent at 
home, upon coming back to school, she set foot into the third-year class- 
rooms—dressed like her deceased sister. Cries of fear and agony resounded 
in the classroom, and Daiba Academy spent a little fortune hiring a counselor 
for her. 

The two sisters had always looked similar, but with this stunning recrea- 
tion of the older’s haircut and uniform down to the details, as well as her per- 
sonality and way of speaking, Sarasa had earned herself the nickname 
‘Sugino Two’ among the students. Fujita, her homeroom teacher, spent four 
months diligently visiting the Sugino household to talk with her parents, but 
the situation didn’t change either for the better or for the worse in the mean- 


time. 


A living bomb? No, a tumor festering smack in the middle of the face. 
Sugino Sarasa was our school’s biggest source of concern; a filthy stain eve- 
ryone saw yet pretended not to notice. 

Is there anything more irritating than a stain taking the shape of a beau- 
tiful girl? She herself wasn’t to blame...at least, I wish I could think that way. 
However, Sugino Sarasa was quite the villainess; one of unheard quality for 
that age. I wanted to become like her myself, but I was ten years too late for 
that. 

For us two teachers chained down by old-fashioned common sense, the 
only thing we could do was drink away with a sullen face. 

“What’s she trying to do, anyway? Is she after our pity?” 

“Tf I had to guess, she seems raring to avenge her sister.” 

“Vengeance has been a crime since the Meiji Era! Follow Japanese laws, 
stupid brats!” 

“You can’t really blame them when someone who has broken them is still 
running free.” 

“Why do we have to make up for the police’s ineptitude?! I’m not a public 
servant, okay?!” 

The steadfast logic coming with each and every one of Fujita’s words made 
my ears ache. I wished he would put himself in my shoes: getting picked on 
by Sugino Two at school, and by Fujita here. 

“According to Kojima-sensei, the shock has caused sizable tremors in her 
mental health but didn’t result in a disorder. ...Well, it’s more that her symp- 
toms don’t correspond to a state qualified with a named illness. But rebuking 
her and forcing her to stop would have a negative effect, apparently.” 

‘What a mess... Why do we have to be careful with her?!” 

“Her sister was killed not long ago, I think it’s the normal thing to do. 


Don’t you?” 


“That’s fine, but can’t she just cry or get depressed or angry, anything 
simpler really? The hell’s that state, I can’t empathize with that! It’s got no 
charm! A woman shouldn’t use ‘boku’ as a pronoun, it’s creepy!” 

Fujita really wasn’t made for Sugino Two, it seemed. Also, he didn’t have 
to go that far. 

“Geez, you really hate Sugino Sarasa, huh.” 

“What, is there anything you like in her?” 

“T hate her 30 times more than you do. She’s actually nefarious.” 

“Nefarious?” 

I sipped on my oolong tea, leaving Fujita’s question unanswered. 


Icouldn’t bring myself to tell him their real identity yet. 


I first passed through the mystery novel club’s door in September. Ikeda- 
sensei, the previous advisor, had taken maternity leave and her role came 
around to me. 

That being said, I was initially resolved to turn the offer down. I was al- 
ready in charge of the astronomy club and the chemistry club. The former 
seemed like a fun time but actually had a bunch of annoying events, like 
camps to observe meteor showers and solar eclipses. 

The clubroom was the physics storage room, a spot in a corner of the sec- 
ond building well-hit by the setting sun. The space in-between the stainless 
steel shelves—filled to the brim with mystery novels so old they must have 
absorbed a lethal dose of poison and specialized books nobody ever bothers 
reading—was occupied by old desks and two desktop computers. The hemp 
cover on the computer looked handmade. It had an embroidery of a country- 
side flower field and felt very out of place. 

Satake, the only third year student, was standing on his toes, writing 


something on the chalkboard with extraordinary intensity. The other mem- 


bers were seated on folding chairs, listening to his ‘lecture’ with much fer- 
vor—with the exception of Kawasaki, who was cutting up plastic bottles with 
a box cutter. 

“Ahem, we need to train a certain skill before we can actually put a perfect 
crime into practice.” 

“Martial arts?” 

“Nope, answering interrogations!” 

He was smacking the chalk so hard against the board that bits were flying 
off. His brushstroke strength must be quite high. I had already entered the 
room yet nobody gave me a look. I didn’t want to bother them, so I carefully 
closed the door behind. 

“Jeffrey Dahmer, the Milwaukee Cannibal, had been interrogated by the 
police on multiple occasions during his streak of crimes, and always found 
the right excuse to come out of it—be it pretending to be a quarreling homo- 
sexual couple or taking care of a drunk boyfriend—and managed to kill sev- 
enteen people before getting arrested. But here in Japan, just being a nerdy 
manga artist not blessed in terms of looks and forgetting to turn on your 
headlights gets you pulled over by the police who then search through your 
belongings and will do a home search at the slightest odd-looking knife they 
find. Even though he hasn’t killed anyone! +” 

Satake drew a dramatic line under the artist’s name. I probably should 
have expected as much from a mystery novel club. Ignoring the contents, this 
was some passionate studying. For Satake—who definitely wasn’t the hand- 
some type, had narrow eyes, and a resting face that made him look like he 
was smiling—a speech about how to make manga that will definitely sell fit 


his image more than one about gruesome serial killers. 


4 The artist here is Obata Takeshi, known for having drawn manga such as Hikaru no Go, Death 
Note, and Bakuman, who got arrested in 2006 for illegal possession of a knife he was allegedly 
keeping for camping purposes. 


“Tn other words, the capacity to dodge questions from officers of the law 
is an imperative when committing a perfect crime. And as you can see from 
the homicidal maniac that is Jeffrey Dahmer getting away from interroga- 
tions and the honest manga artist getting caught in the net, officers’ instincts 
are pretty darn crappy. Even if you haven’t done anything, get their suspicion 
cast on you and you’ re done for. With how widespread drug usage has become 
as of late, any odd behavior and, minor or not, they’!! check your urine and go 
search your house!” 

“So this doesn’t apply to me,” Sugino Two nonchalantly looked away. 

“Why’s that?” 

“You don’t know? Unless they approach random preschoolers on the 
street or run around laughing with a naked knife in hand, women never get 
stopped and questioned.” 

“Yikes, sexism...” 

“Pretty sure the knife one gets you instantly arrested, not questioned.” 

“You think so? I guess we can’t even carry a knife outside of kitchens these 
days.” 

“Even in the Edo Era you couldn’t.” 

“Wait, doesn’t that mean we can get away from most things as long as 
Sugino is with us?” 

“Not how it works. They’!l suspect an illicit relationship. Don’t sabotage 
me, could you?” 

“Can we search for a law that’1l condemn this girl?” 

Despite Toujou being at his wits’ end, Satake cleared his throat and 
pointed at Koga’s face with a piece of chalk. 

“Anyway, time for interrogation simulations. Koga, you go first. ...What 
are you doing at such a late hour?” 

Koga stayed silent for a bit, as though he hadn’t been thinking at all before 
getting suddenly prompted, then answered, 


“.Taking a walk.” 


“A walk? When you can’t see ahead of you with how dark it is? Where is 
your school? What are your parents doing? Their job?” 

“..Not your business.” 

“Okay, game over, your adventure ended there. Takumi, take his place.” 

“Ehhh, me?” 

Satake restarted the bit, paying no heed to Kawasaki’s reluctant expres- 
sion. 

‘What are you doing here?” 

“You got me in a pinch here, sir,” he scratched his head. “Get the picture, 
Iran out of toilet paper. And at this hour you gotta hit the convenience store, 
right? Please let me go, I’m running against the clock here...” 

“The convenience store is the other way, you know?” 

“Huh? HUH!? Wait...that Seven went under! ? Seriously? But I’ve sworn to 
buy my fried chicken at Lawson and my ice cream at Seven Eleven! Shit...1 
don’t think I can recover...” 

“..Not a bad direction to take, but you’re overacting. Sounds like a sketch.” 

“Ehhh, what d’ya want me to do, then?” 

“Next, Toujou. What are you doing here?” 

Toujou stood up and took a vigorous bow. 

“Yes, sir! I was doing night training, sir!” 

“Nope. Reported.” 

“Wow okay, then show us how it’s done, Satake! What are you doing here?” 

Satake didn’t falter at the reversal in roles. He brushed up his hair, which 
came off as forced. He had the face of a comedian so this type of affected ges- 
ture didn’t fit him well. 

“Coming home from cram school.” 

“Cram classes ended a while ago.” 

“A naive presumption. You should know that courses aiming for Tokyo 
University last at least two hours.” 


““..Takumi, hold that side. He’s getting a death sentence.” 


Sugino Two was looking down at Toujou and Kawasaki holding Satake’s 
arms in a lock, as if to blame their immaturity. 

“Do you really think this skit training will be of any use?” 

“T still think there was nothing wrong with my version,” Koga looked sul- 
len. 

“Tt was the worst one by far,” Satake rebuked him. “The typical unsociable 
and unempathic kid.” 

“T mean, normally wouldn’t everyone more or less act like that these 
days?” 

‘“We’re not aiming for normal.” 

“Tf every normal person got caged the detention cells would be overflow- 
ing. What do you suggest instead?” 

“And I’m telling you, they’re full of normal people, we just don’t hear 
about it.” 

“Not convinced.” 

“Tf you’re aiming for Jeffrey Dahmer, try imitating the vibes of stuff like 
Golgo 13, Lupin the Third, or City Hunter.” 

“Either way, Sugino Two being exempt from the interrogation when she 
deserves it more than anyone here straight up kills my motivation.” 

“What could possibly be wrong with me?” 

Suddenly, the boys started piling on complaints against Sugino Two. 

“Your very existence is eldritchian.” 

“You’re a natural-born stalker.” 

“You tell us to kill ourselves or that you’!I kill us all the time.” 

“Honestly, I would run away screaming just seeing you standing around 
at night.” 

“You can try that thing with me, then.” 

«.What are you doing this late?” 

Sugino Two dropped her gaze to the floor and brushed her hair up. Despite 


the similarity with Satake’s motion, she was actually mesmerizing. She 


started speaking in a calm, docile tone—the polar opposite of what she got us 
used to. 

“T was chatting at a friend’s house and lost track of time...but thank god 
you found me, mister officer. I’m so scared of walking alone at night. Could 
you keep me company until I get home? If my dad finds out I came home this 
late he might get angry and not open the door...” 

The boys lost their tongue for a while at her meek tone. 

‘’..Women have it easy, tsk.” 

“TIsn’t she the closest we have to a Jeffrey Dahmer here?” 

“T would never be an indiscriminate killer. They are just so vulgar. Raping 
and killing anyone with a face to your liking is a men’s thing. One murder in 
your life is plenty enough, don’t you think?” 

“_..You’re sure you didn’t kill Sugino One yourself? And like, asking us to 
find the culprit was to cover your tracks?” Toujou asked. 

“T’1] leave it up to your imagination.” 

Sugino Two brushed it off with a dexterous smile. 

‘OKay, you’re next, Yurippe!” 

Satake abruptly pointed the piece of chalk at me. ...So they had noticed me. 

“What are you doing here this late?” 

Do I really have to play along? I didn’t have anything in stock. And whatever 
I came up with was too close to Sugino’s idea. 

Still, reflexes are important for these things. I gave a tentative answer, 

“Erm... I stayed working until la-” 

“Stop lying! You were having an affair with Fujita, huh?!” 

“You didn’t do it at school at least, did you? Like in the infirmary or the 
faculty room...” 

“But why not use the school’s beds?! Boing, boing, boing, boing, dooon’t~!” 

...Toujou, Satake, and Kawasaki were evidently not following the same 
pattern as the previous times. I spent five seconds not understanding what 


I’d been told, then five more before I realized I had to come up with an excuse. 


‘““W-what are you talking about?” 

“We know everything there is to know about you, Yuri-sensei.” 

Sugino adorned an eerie smile. 

“Seeing your anxious face at the gynecology ward was all it took to get the 
gist of it. Did you abort Fujita’s child, maybe? And apparently you were stay- 
ing at a hotel with Fujita when I died? The police told me. Anyway, the abor- 
tion is one thing, but what about the affair? Private schools demand a certain 
level of decency even from their teachers. It’s not hard to imagine someone 
getting fired over that if the PTA gets into the equation.” 

“Personally, I wouldn’t brush over the abortion that quick, though. Even 
middle schoolers know to use condoms nowadays.” 

“Also you’re a science teacher, use birth control or something at least. 
How about you go back to learning about the stamen and the pistil?” 

Hearing the boys’ vulgar laugh, I could feel my face getting bright red. 

Only Koga still had a straight face. He muttered, 

“.1’m pro-abortion. You know how there’s always these XXL family spe- 
cials running on TV? They’re not actually heartwarming most of the time. 
Anyone else gets pissed off watching those? Who is it even for? There should 
be more important stuff to report on. This country needs more death.” 

His peculiar tone had a texture akin to resignation. He repeated, 

“This country needs more death.” 

Taken aback, I threw a glance at Sugino. She didn’t seem upset. She was 
looking at Koga, her lips curled into a faint smile. 

“T must say,” she started, “Koga-kun’s opinions are always fascinating. I 
happen to be sick of this filthy society we live in myself. Yuri-sensei, you may 
consider yourself privileged, for we have chosen you.” 

“Chosen?” 

“Yes. If you cooperate with us, we shall incidentally grant your wish. We 


will kill Fujita for you.” 


Her nonchalant tone was a big change from Koga’s; it made it hard to pick 
up the horror in her words. 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“T meant it literally. Fujita has a tranquil family life with his wife and child 
which hasn’t sustained any damage, while you were forced to undergo an 
abortion before marriage. You wouldn’t pretend not to resent him, would 
you? And to think that old Ikeda-sensei looked so happy to go on maternity 
leave after a long treatment against infertility... Or maybe you are still at- 
tached to delusions and still ‘love’ him?” 

“Sugino Two, you’re forgetting the premises,” Satake stood in front of 
her, yet again smiling, and delivered those words. “As of this summer, our 
dear mystery novel club has been reborn into the Perfect Crime Club! Our 
motto is Nothing Beats Practice!” 

“P-per...2” 

He answered my puzzlement with a so-called ‘smug face.’ 

“PCC for short, it’s the Perfect Crime Club! Our 16-year-old Koga will se- 
lect the worst of the worst from society, those who don’t deserve to live, and 
offer them up in a bloodbath before he turns 18! And Fujita is currently ranked 
third on our list for having forced a woman to get an abortion!” 

Satake was so hyper, his words sounded like they were from an anime and 
had a hard time entering my brain. 

“Incidentally, here are the top three spots on our Death Note: First is by a 
mile the person who killed Sugino’s sister, but since we might not find them 
by the time Koga turns 18, if that were to happen we would disqualify them 
and go for rank two and below! Second place is the third-year Sunada who’s 
suspected to have raped Taguchi—a manager from the baseball club—but we 
don’t have solid proof so he’s just second for now. We’ve already agreed on 
Fujita’s placement in third, but don’t fret, it’s still possible to bump him up 
with the right testimony, Yurippe! So whaddya want for Fujita? Bump him 
up?? Down?? What is your answer, Yurippe???” 


He was urging me like a quiz show’s MC. I was getting dizzy. 

“You guys...you’re taking this too far for a joke.” 

“Are we?” Sugino took over. “At the very least, your affair isn’t a joke, so 
not a word on our activities to anyone. You don’t want pictures of you two 
arm in arm in a red-light district or of you waiting at the gynecology ward 
posted on the school’s hidden board, do you, Yuri-sensei?” 

“Are you for real?” 

“Regarding what? We are fairly serious about this. Koga-kun making a 
bloodbath out of the person who killed me should be welcomed as a blessing.” 

... Sugino being all weird and acting like her dead sister wasn’t anything 
new, but— 

I looked at Koga. This taciturn transfer student shrouded in mystery had 
fairly good grades, though not extraordinary, and seemed to at least have 
friends to eat lunch with—thinking this, I finally realized that these friends 
were just members from the mystery...pardon, the Perfect Crime Club. 

He wasn’t eager to say anything. His eyes were glued to his blue portable 
console, a Nintendo DSi, having seemingly no interest in either Sugino, Sa- 
take, or I. 

Nobody was saying anything, so Satake cleared his throat and went back 
to hyper mode. 

“Okay, so Yurippe—welcome to our Perfect Crime Club!” 

«’.Why me? Because I’m easy to blackmail?” 

“That is part of it. But also, I can smell death emanating from you, Yuri- 
sensei,” Sugino smiled. 

Unlike the anime-sounding Satake, she had a peculiar, striking aura, like 
what you would expect from a highly- popular theater play’s billboard actress. 
Although she wasn’t quite on the level of idols cherished by the TV, the tense 
aura around her was anything but ordinary. 


“T can tell, Yuri-sensei, this club needs you.” 


“For other reasons, actually, but ya know. Yurippe, don’t you have a li- 
cense to own hazardous substances? There’s a limit to what high schoolers 
can get their hands on,” Toujou readily admitted. Honestly, that was more 
panic-inducing than anything said prior. It was like a downpour of reality 
suddenly fell in this mixture of anime-like terms. 

As achemistry teacher I could get access to sodium, concentrated sulfuric 
acid, and even potassium cyanide if I just submitted the necessary forms. I 
was in possession of keys that could provide them with a world straight out 
of a mystery novel. I and no one else. 

«Are you really being serious?” 

“T hate jokes,” Koga briefly butted in. “Take a few days to observe us if you 
want. You’ll understand how serious we are soon enough.” 

The difference between Satake and Sugino was the quality of their acting, 
but Koga felt like he was reading from a different script. 

This boy wasn’t handsome enough to make head turns nor ugly enough to 
earn double takes—he could easily fade into a crowd and disappear. And yet, 


something was off. Like he was drawn on a different layer than everyone else. 


“You won’t let me stay at your place today?” 

Fujita sounded so miffed I let go of a silent laugh. 

“You'll end up getting killed if you stay with me.” 

“The heck’s that mean? Killed or not, I’ll just die when I’m meant to.” 

Very fair. 

No need to search for a magical notebook or pursue a perfect crime; grim 
reapers are just as present in cheap bars where Malt’s Beer is at 700 yen a fill. 
You just can’t see them. 

In that sense, they are just kids. Frightful, odious children who show no 


understanding of the fact they can die anytime. 


That night, we returned to our respective homes without even so much as 


touching hands. 


Mission 3: Slay the Abusing Parents! 


~The Henshin Hero’s Dilemma~ 


Koga had predicted I would understand their level of seriousness from ob- 
serving them for a few days, but no amount of surveillance could make Ka- 
waSaki, Toujou, and Satake seem serious. 

Kawasaki, the first year, spent all of his time working on what appeared to 
be miniature houses. Despite his full name being Kawasaki Junpei, everybody 
called him Takumi—meaning craftsman, seemingly in reference to his mi- 
raculous dexterity. 

Today he had finished recreating what apparently was the crime scene 
from a foreign thriller drama. The figurine of a man bludgeoned on the head 
and bleeding was lying down inside a house. 

“Loco Motives, version season 7!5 The blood is just lacquer, sorry ’bout 
that! It gets pretty convincing when mixed with red ink from ballpoint pens, 
though.” 

“You always make me doubt my eyes, Takumi. I still can’t believe how 
wasted your talent is.” 

“T’]l take it as acompliment!” 

“T wish you did something cooler, like the Black Death Mansion.®” 

“T heard 3D ain’t enough if you’re takin’ it seriously.” 

“Really? Damn, those Great Mysteries don’t pull their punches.” 

“T guess next’s gotta be the Crooked House’s tengu mask room.”” 

These three unconcerned high schoolers having a discussion around a di- 


orama of acrime scene made for a truly peaceful sight. 


5 CSI: Crime Scene Investigation season 7 episode 10. 


6 From Oguri Mushitarou’s Black Death Mansion Murders, a classic revered in Japan one of the 
Three Great \iysteries, also known for being extremely hard to read due to the pedantic lan- 
guage used all throughout and the heavy reliance on the occult. 


7 From Shimada Souji’s Murder in the Crooked House. 


What wasn’t peaceful was the heavy sense of reality emanating from 
Sugino and Koga’s bizarre, mislayered presence. 

“Can I ask one thing?” I called for their attention. “How did you decide 
that Koga-kun would be in charge of putting the Perfect Crime Club’s plans 
into practice?” 

‘Cause he asked us to teach him how to kill. Also, to come up with some- 
one to kill and how to hide the murder,” Toujou explained. 

“I figured people who read mystery novels would know that kind of stuff,” 
Koga gave a brief answer himself. Well, if that counts as an answer. 

“So Koga-kun...it’s not like you have someone you want to kill, do you?” 

“T don’t care who it is as long as I get to kill someone. My ends exist for 
my means.” 

“That’s so damn cool, you’re like the Major.” 

“<The net is vast and infinite. And where does the newborn go from here?®’” 

“Nah, not that one, I mean Tobita Nobuo. ‘My friends, I love murders!” 

The moment Satake spoke out, Kawasaki picked up his iPod Touch and 
played a Western BGM track. As that played out, everyone except Koga—yes, 
Sugino was part of it— started chanting in unison. 

““T love locked rooms, I love closed circles, I love physical tricks, I love 
alibis, I love narrative tricks! I love murders in mansions, in trains, in schools, 
on battlefields, in shelters, on desert islands, in remote villages—I love every 
murder that can occur upon this earth. I love when the mystery solving from 
a fine crew of great detectives blows the culprit to smithereens along with a 
roar. My heart leaps with joy whenever a corpse tossed high into the air and 


cut to pieces is moved by wires!!°” 


8 Famous quote by Major Kusanagi from Ghost in the Shell. 
9 Voice actor who did the voice for The Major in the Hellsing OVAs. 


10 Pastiche of The Major’s ode to war from Hellsing. 


This weird recital went on for ten minutes. Koga had spent the entirety of 
that time placid, reading a hardcover book, but seeing that they were done, 
he raised a hand. 

“Sorry. I really don’t get this.” 

The title was Massacre Unto Death." A hair-raising, dreadful title that fit 
them like a glove. Satake suddenly put his hands to his own temples and 
screamed, 

“HOW!? That’s simple though!?” 

“No, I mean, so Gamou Minoru is-” 

“PAUSE! Yurippe, have you read this book?” 

I shook my head to this abrupt question. Satake then stole the book from 
Koga and imposed it on me. 

“Then start reading it now! Everyone, you heard? Yurippe hasn’t read it, 
no spoilers!” 

“How are you gonna explain that kind of trick without spoiling anything?!” 

I wasn’t exactly raring to read such a scary-looking book to begin with, 
but they didn’t seem concerned with that. 

‘“Wouldn’t Christie have been better to introduce that? It’s common sense,” 
Kawasaki suggested. 

“T’m personally more of a Tsutsui Yasutaka guy when it comes to that,” 
Toujou gave his two cents. 

“Kyougoku Natsuhiko for me,” Sugino put her vote in. 

“T mean I’ve no idea what you all mean by that anyway.” 


“Come on man...” 


11 Abiko Takemaru’s most noteworthy book and one of the shinhonkaku movement’s clas- 
sics. 


After this meeting full of demonstratives, Satake grabbed a few Kindaichi 
Shounen books and a paperback titled The Scissor Man” from the stainless 
steel shelf and forced them into Koga’s hands. 

“Solved!” 

“Really?” 

“Maybe Koga-kun needs more practical books?” 

“Okay so how about Ayatsuji Yukito’s Serial Killer for his horror stuff and 
the good old Battle Royale?” 

The conversation kept jumping, leaving Koga and I completely behind. 

“Alternatively, we could go for something like The Devotion of Suspect X, 
nahe” 

“Higa-pyon’s serious mode, huh. Bonds of the Shooting Star? Journey Under 
the Midnight Sune” 

“Eternal Youth! ...Koga-kun, were you ever abused?” 

“Nah. My parents were normal. I mean, they did whatever. They gave me 
a normal amount of allowance, were noisy like normal, and cringe like nor- 
mal. ...Really, what’s ‘normal’?” Koga shrugged his shoulders before starting 
to put the books away in his sling bag. 

So he was going to read them. An admirable mindset. 

Although the bag ended up bumpy as a result of poor placement, he some- 
how managed to close the zipper before muttering, “Speaking of child abuse, 
my neighbors are abusing their kid.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Would you call locking a crying kid out on the balcony at 2 AM ‘educa- 
tion’?” 


“Okay yeah, they’re scum,” Toujou shook his head, visibly miffed. 


12 A shinhonkaku mystery novel that won the 13th edition of the Mephisto Prize in 1999. 


13 A mystery novel by Tendou Arata treating themes of child abuse. 


“T mean, it’s also a nuisance for the neighborhood. I complained to my 
landlord.” 

“And you generally can’t count on children’s welfare centers to do crap in 
situations like that...” Even though Kawasaki was acting all grown up, I was 
doing nothing, just feeling called out. Ignoring real issues was our specialty. 

“The parents don’t seem to be a couple. They don’t have a nameplate so I 
don’t know their names, but the guy always comes back drunk in the middle 
of the night.” 

“Hold on, don’t you live alone, Koga? So those apartments have just one 
room, don’t they? How many freaking people are sharing a single room?” 

“One man, two women, and a boy that’s of kindergarten age but stays 
home all day.” 

“Two women?” 

“T don’t know if they’re sisters or pole sisters. Mother and daugh- 
ter? ...Probably not, but you never know these days.” 

“T know the economy’s not doing great, but three adults should get a big- 
ger place than that. I’ve seen apartments with three bedrooms for 70k near 
the station.” 

“T’m paying 30k yen for mine.” 

“The hell!? That’s so cheap, I think cheaper than my big bro’s parking lot 
fee?!” 

“Want to kill them?” Sugino casually suggested while playing with the 
tips of her long hair. Her eyes didn’t make it obvious where she was looking. 
“Calling the police is lukewarm, they’1l get out of it. But if there’s no adult to 
look after him, even welfare centers won’t have the option not to act.” 

“Bumping them up on the Death Note, eh,” Kawasaki commented. 

“Gotta gather info on the targets, then. How about wiretapping? If the 
apartment is right next to Koga’s we can listen from there.” Toujou sug- 


gested. 


“My walls are super thin anyway, you can pretty much hear everything 
already.” 

As soon as she rang her starting pistol, the fearful children began putting 
together a plan. They innocently suggested idea after idea, not leaving me the 
chance to say anything. 

“How about mixing sleeping drugs in their alcohol?” 

“How are you gonna get those in the first place? Driel?” 

“Tt doesn’t work at all,” Kawasaki protested. 

“T have real ones, actually,” Sugino revealed. “I got them from the hospi- 
tal Kojima-sensei told me to go to.” 

“Ohh! Being a crazy freak is pretty handy for this stuff, eh.” 

“Tt turns out. I guess anything is worth experiencing once.” 

“But will you still have enough for yourself?” 

“T’ll be alright, I also have a shady version I bought off the net,” Sugino 
produced a plastic box from her brown leather bag. It made clattering sounds 
when moved, presumably from the pills inside. “Anyone willing to try them?” 

“T’1l do it. We’d be screwed if they didn’t actually work.” 

Koga received the box, and that spelled an end to today’s club activities. 
Needless to say, I didn’t get to inspect that box. If anything, I’d hoped for a 
second that Sugino was lying and would poison Koga. 

Alas, Koga didn’t die. Although I thought he really had before he showed 
up late to classes the next day. 

“Didn’t expect your stuff to work that well,” he was talking to Sugino Two 
in the clubroom. “And I’m still sleepy. I thought I was a goner.” 

“You’re too naive, Koga-kun. It won’t kill you. You can take 30 pills of that 
and it still won’t kill you.” 

“True enough. It’d be too easy if I could die from this.” 


“What, you have suicidal tendencies?” 


14 A Japanese sleep aid drug that takes advantage of diphenhydramine’s side effects. 


“Can’t say I don’t. Not like it’s uncommon. Doesn’t take much for de- 
structive impulses to switch between being directed inward or outward.” 

“You sure love destruction, eh. I can give you some for yourself if you want. 
It won’t be enough to kill you, but you can set up contraptions to go off while 
you’re asleep.” 

“Tl take it just in case.” 

The pill box returned to Koga’s hands following this shuddering exchange. 
These illegal drug transactions were probably things I should have been re- 
porting to Kojima. In theory. Unfortunately, I loved myself too much. 

“So, how are we gonna use those? The taste was less pronounced than ex- 
pected and it diluted really well in water, but I just don’t have opportunities 
to slip them in their food or drinks, you know.” 

“¢Sorry, I made too much curry for myself...’ wouldn’t cut it?” 

“T’ve never shared with them before. Also they’re basically living on 
Origin bento, pizzas, and McDonald’s. You can tell from their kitchen waste.” 

“Man, I don’t wanna live next to a serial killer.” 

Everyone laughed at Toujou’s remark. ...I guess they say children that age 
will laugh at the slightest things. Is that what that was? 


I only learned what they ended up doing much later on. 


“Where did you get these from, Toujou-senpai?” 

“My big bro has a friend who works at an amusement park. ...Woah, the 
stench! Koga, Febreze, quick!” 

“Don’t shout, they’ll hear you.” 

Toujou and Kawasaki put on the attires while making a ruckus. Toujou had 
a red zentai with white lines, and Kawasaki a blue one. 

They were both wearing something extremely similar to full-face bike 
helmets, belts with enormous buckles, satin cloaks, and cheap-looking boots. 


“This gets my blood pumping, man. Can we take a pic?” 


“T mean, I gotta report it to my brother anyway. Here Koga, this camera 
only has a manual focus, is that okay?” 

“Isn’t my phone good enough?” 

Toujou and Kawasaki had thus fully transformed into the handsome to- 
kusatsu heroes Jet Star and Jet Moon. Koga sent the commemorative picture 
he took to Satake and Sugino, but this wasn’t a cosplay party. 

Jet Star and Jet Moon opened the window, got out on the balcony, climbed 
the fence one way or another, grabbed onto the gutter, and made it onto the 
next apartment’s balcony. 

“Personally, I feel more like Spiderman than Jet Star so far.” 

“W-wait, my cloak...it got caught on something.” 

“Koga, pull on Takumi’s cloak please.” 

After this relocation, which took about five minutes, Toujou took out his 
iPod touch and plugged a speaker’s cord into the headphone jack. He pressed 
the square, box-shaped speaker onto the window pane and pressed buttons 
on his iPod. “Jet Star’s Theme” started playing at high volume. 

It wasn’t a standard speaker. Normal ones need to be a certain size to pro- 
duce loud sounds, but tiny Japanese houses can’t afford to keep huge furni- 
ture around. 

This omnidirectional speaker uses the same principle as bone conduction 
to make surfaces, such as tables for example, produce sounds. Even a banal 
glass pane can become an amplifying surface, so here the window was func- 
tioning as its own speaker, playing the music inside the apartment. This, too, 
Toujou had borrowed from his brother. 

Things went fast from there. The boy quickly opened the curtains and dis- 
covered the two heroes standing on the balcony. They knew that he liked to- 
kusatsu heroes based on Koga’s research (overhearing conversations). 

He barely looked the age to be going to kindergarten—kids this young 
don’t know caution. He lost no time in standing on his toes and unlocking the 


crescent-shaped lock before addressing Jet Star with sparkling eyes, 


“Jet Star!! Is this real!?” 

“And Jet Moon is with me too! We are on patrol!” Jet Star paused his theme 
song, gave a thumbs up, and recited his exposition lines with way more en- 
thusiasm than necessary, “We got wind that a Demon Beast is hiding around 
here! Is your house safe, kiddo?” 

“A Demon Beast? There’s nothing here.” 

“You never know, they might have turned invisible to hide themselves. 
Where are your mom and dad?” 

The boy’s expression became visibly gloomier. His voice was also faint. 

“..Not here.” 

“That’s dangerous! Demon Beasts target houses with lone children! This 
calls for an investigation!” 

Jet Star and Jet Moon moved into the apartment room on their own ac- 
cord. ...Still wearing their boots. Of course, heroes don’t have the notion of 
trespassing. 

“Kiddo, what’s your name?” 

“Ginga.” 

“Ginga-kun, drink this.” 

Jet Moon handed him a mini can attached beneath his cloak. It had the 
name ‘Jet Star Power Potion’ along with a henshin hero’s drawing. 

“This potion will allow you to see the invisible Demon beasts! Please help 
us find them to save this city’s people as soon as possible!” 

“Really?” 

“The effects wear off after two days so remember to drink another one in 
two days. And keep it a secret from mom and dad!” 

Every child dreams of being offered a chance to save the world. Ginga 
downed the orange juice - flavored Power Potion, showing no wariness what- 
soever. He might simply have been hungry. Neither Toujou nor Kawasaki saw 
kindergartners on the regular, but Ginga’s cheeks were hollow and he seemed 


overall quite bony. 


...It didn’t even take ten minutes for the sleeping drug Sugino Two had 
provided to take effect. The two heroes had come up with tons of whining 
stories about how hard protecting Earth is, but that wasn’t necessary. 

Jet Moon AKA Kawasaki Junpei removed his stuffing helmet and checked 
on Ginga’s sleeping face. For someone who had been forced to sleep with a 
drug, his young face seemed truly at ease. 

“.Didn’t it work too quickly? Not sure he’ll actually wake up.” 

“T mean, Koga did. ...But thinking about it, this is a kid, we should have 
reduced the amount.” 

“Ts he really gonna be fine?” 

“Sugino Two said it doesn’t kill you... If he dies we’1l just blame her, case 
closed.” 

The villains abandoned their hero disguise and started scouring the 
room—but keeping their hero gloves on. 

The one-room apartment only had a tiny dresser, a TV, and a table. The 
rest of the space was full of ramen cups, convenience store-bought bento, 
cheap alcohol cans, and other trash of the sort. It certainly didn’t look as spa- 
cious as Koga’s apartment. 

«’.What do these people sleep on? I can barely walk.” 

“Also wow it stinks, did they not take out their kitchen waste? I don’t 
know how Koga-senpai manages to live next to this pigsty.” 

“So many beers for a room with just one kid around.” 

Toujou picked up a box from the floor. It was a tissue box and an empty 
snack box held together with adhesive tape and colored over with permanent 
markers. It was an attempt at recreating Jet Star’s iconic gadget, the Galaxy 
Jetter Robot. It seemed pretty old; it had dents all over and a few parts had 


come off. 


“Even painting over a 200 yen Shokugan figurine’ gives you a better re- 
sult.” 

Kawasaki’s remark wasn’t even taking his skill into account. 

“Looks like we saw right, these parents don’t deserve to live,” Toujou 
concluded. 

They quickly found what they were after by searching the small dresser: 
the apartment’s key. Kawasaki temporarily removed a glove, used a tiny, 
clay- packed Tupperware to copy the shape of the key, wiped his fingerprints 
off it, then returned it to the drawer. 

He then opened the fridge and took pics of the contents with a digital cam- 
era. Like the rest of the room, it was full of sparkling liquor and had no proper 
ingredients. Toujou flipped up Ginga’s T-shirt and got his hunch confirmed: 
his rib cage was clearly visible and the entire torso was full of bruises. It was 
a stereotypical case down to the most revolting details. 

They left through the front door after checking that the chain wasn’t set 
to begin with, then returned to Koga’s apartment where they took off the 
sweat -reeking outfits. 

“Tt’s decided, your neighbors are getting the death penalty.” 

“That’s fine and all, but you won’t find a business willing to make you a 
spare key just from clay these days. Do you have connections in illegal organ- 
izations or something?” 

“That’s no good, no goodat all! You gotta find smarter ways! If businesses 
won’t, then do it yourself! So Koga-senpai, gimme your keys for a bit!” Ka- 
wasaki raised his index. 

The next day— 

According to Koga, Ginga did wake up and bawl his eyes out while scream- 
ing. Even decent parents wouldn’t lend a kid this young an ear if he started 


rambling about heroes. 


15 Cheap toys often included with snacks or cereal boxes. 


The problem was with Kawasaki. 

He actually showed up to the clubroom with a silver key. It was shinier 
than Koga’s. The members took turns in handling and scrutinizing the key 
for themselves. 

«Is this for real? How did you make it?” 

“Epoxy clay hardens naturally when you let it dry. That means you can use 
it as a mold very quickly.” 

‘Why do they even sell those for?” 

“Apparently some people like to make molds of their pets’ paws and turn 
them into phone straps.” 

“..5o just for nutjob doting owners, eh.” Satake tilted his head. “But wait, 
did you melt aluminum and cast it into the mold? Doesn’t that require a ton 
of heat? Aluminum’s melting point might be lower than other metals’, but 
it’s still six to seven hundred degrees... I guess you can get there with just 
charcoal, but we live in times where you can get the police called on you for 
making an open fire.” 

“No need for open fires when you can buy this stuff!” 

Kawasaki proudly showed off a package for silver clay. It was used to 
homemake silver rings and necklaces. 

“With this, you can manufacture metal products in your oven! Then I used 
Koga-senpai’s key as reference to get the details right with the grinder, and 
here you go!” 

“Isn’t the silver too soft?” 

“We're only using it once anyway!” 

““... knew about Sugino Two, but you’re pretty scary yourself, jeez.” 

“Oh please, I’m nothin’ compared to you, Toujou-senpai. Now, here’s my 
second piece.” 

Kawasaki placed cans of sparkling liquor on the desk. Same brand as those 
they’d seen in the refrigerator. Toujou had made his brother who’s in uni buy 


them for him. 


“This really has that same drug we gave to the kid?” 

“For the kid we just opened the can and put it in, right? Wouldn’t adults 
notice if we did that?” 

“Here’s an additional sample!” 

Kawasaki handed Satake a soda can. When he opened it, gas came out 
along with a faint sound. 

The clubroom had paper cups to share the 1.5L juice bottles they’d bought 
during special sales. The soda in the can was supposed to be colorless, but the 
fluid that actually landed in the cup was somehow purple. 

“What the HELL! ?” Satake screamed. 

“Tt’s edible food dye, there’s no danger. Your tongue will turn purple, 
though.” 

“But it made the psht, how did you put it in!?” 

“T bore a hole behind the tab with a mini drill used for electronic boards 
and injected it with a syringe.” 

“And why are they selling syringes again?” 

“You use it to mix paint when working on maquettes. And I finished by 
injecting some carbon dioxide and plugging the hole with resin. You can’t see 
the hole there when you open the can.” 

“Wait, how did you get your hands on CO;?” 

“They sell it for a thousand yen at pet shops. Apparently you need that in 
aquariums.” 

“.Let’s agree to never send Takumi to buy us juices again, okay?” 

‘What a waste to use your skill on sleeping drugs. If only we could have 
acquired better poison,” Sugino jokingly said, bringing the purple juice to her 
lips. “...Is this really edible?” 

“T wasn’t sure how strong the smell would be so I added some vanilla es- 
sence.” 

“You must have overdone it, then. One drop is enough.” 


“Original colored Pepsi. I bet it would go viral if we posted it online.” 


Toujou went for the cup to give it a taste, but Satake grabbed it before him 
and took a gulp. 

“Ew, just awful. Don’t they use scale insects to make dyes or something? 

“That’s for orange.” 

“Satake, lemme try it please.” 

In the end, the Kawasaki Junpei-copyrighted original vanilla Pepsi ran out 
of stock as the five of them passed it around. Even Koga took a solid sip and 
frowned. 

‘’Kay, tomorrow’s D-Day then. How’s the progress on the car?” 

“My brother’s Estima should do the trick, it’s fairly big. But who’s gonna 
drive?” 

“Hah hah hah! Look at this, my driver’s license I got during the summer!” 
The club’s only third-year and 18-year-old, Satake, undid the velcro on his 
wallet and showed off his green license, all proud of himself. “I took a one- 
week special course and drove all the way to Shimane! I just can’t reverse 
park!” 

“Ughhh, I’m not feeling this at all. Don’t forget it’s my bro’s car, damage 
it and I’m a dead man.” 

“Will you be alright with your entrance exams, Satake-kun?” 

“T’m basically guaranteed to get a referral!” 

“Doesn’t make us less worried. But seriously, don’t crash it.” 

“Weird how Satake-kun is the only one without a notable skill.” 

“C’mon Sugino Two, don’t be like that. I’m already a precious resource for 
having a license.” 

The field work would be carried out by Koga and Toujou. Satake would only 
drive. 


One more day later. 


Once they had overheard Ginga keeping his promise to drink the Power 
Potion and falling asleep, Toujou got in using the spare key. The neighbor- 
hood knew Koga’s face, so he couldn’t risk getting seen entering the apart- 
ment of people he’d never spoken to. 

Toujou emptied the fridge from its five beer cans and replaced them with 
Kawasaki’s sleeping-aid liquor. The last step was waiting for the target to 
come home. Knowing it might take a while, they’d prepared portable con- 
soles and bento. 

Toujou threw frequent looks around Koga’s apartment while eating his 
demi-glace-seasoned hamburger steak bento. 

“You really don’t own anything, huh. Are you Ayanami Rei or what?” 

Unlike the one next over, there was no trash lying around Koga’s residence. 
Just a trash can, a small table, a laptop, a colored box to hold textbooks, a 
plastic dresser for clothes, a mattress resting on a metal bed frame, and then 
the AC and washing machine that were there initially. There was no refriger- 
ator, a thing that even Ginga’s apartment had. 

Toujou and Kawasaki searched under his bed when changing into Jet Star 
the first time, but didn’t find a single magazine there. They figured he had 
everything in digital form and checked his laptop’s hard drive only to not find 
the slightest trace there either. They had even restored the PC’s trash bin, 
thinking he was maybe storing it in a micro USB memory stick he’d hidden 
somewhere. His internet history only had connections to personal blogs, Mixi, 
and Twitter to begin with. Most of his IRL trash bin was also just food pack- 
aging. 

Neither of them could believe that a boy his age could live like that. 


“How do you even survive without a TV? 1seg??6” 


16 A mobile broadcasting service for audio and video available in Japan, the Philippines, as 
well as some South American countries. 


“T try not to buy things I don’t need,” he gave a brief answer before biting 
on a fried piece of white fish. 

“You got no money?” 

“T do but I don’t wanna use it.” 

“T don’t get it.” 

“Tt’s not mine.” 

“Thinking of it, you don’t see many high schoolers living alone, huh. 
What’s up with your family?” 

“T don’t have one. No home to go back to either.” 

“So you’re all alone?” 

“Almost.” 

“Wait, then why are you in our school? Public ones are cheaper, ya know?” 

“No clue. Probably had connections there?” 

“So you got no relatives but you have that kind of connection?” 

“Exactly. Makes no sense, right?” 

“Still an enigma, eh.” 

“Yup, I’m shrouded in mysteries.” 

It was calm for a dinner between two boys. Toujou gulped down a zero- 
calorie coke to disrupt the silence and changed the topic. 

“So tell me Koga, what do you think of Two?” 

“Sugino Two? Why?” 

“Don’t play dumb. She definitely likes you.” 

“You think so?” 

“T mean, she keeps talking to you. You can even tell from how she looks at 
you.” 

“Isn’t it just because I’m a rare sight?” 

“T doubt it’s just that... And what about you, not interested?” 

“Not at all. I don’t really get love and all that.” 

“The herbivore type?” 


“T’m not even sure what that means. If I had to say, I’m scared.” 


“Of Sugino Two? Of women?” 

“Of getting involved in love. ...1 can watch porn videos, but the real thing 
scares me.” 

“So you’re shy in love? Did you get heartbroken in the past? Or maybe 
you’re asexual? Homosexual?” 

“Ts being gay passed down with genes: ...I guess men can’t make kids with 
men, huh,” he muttered to himself, then shrugged his shoulders. “It’s more 
that I’m afraid of sex than just love. Just imagine getting strangled to death 
while you do it. Not a great look, right?” 

“That’s what scares you? Just...wow.” 

Toujou laughed, but he knew the conversation wasn’t going anywhere. 

In the end, they didn’t talk much more than that. They killed time playing 
games and checking stuff online on the laptop, barely exchanging words, un- 
til the neighbors came back. 

The plan only moved to the next step two hours later. They heard the 
neighboring apartment’s entrance door opening and closing, shortly fol- 
lowed by a man’s husky voice. 

“The fuck, why’s there just three beers in the fridge, want my fist in your 
face?” 

“Wait, really? I swear I put five in there!” 

Toujou frowned at this brainless exchange. 

“Woah... You can really hear everything from here.” 

“They can hear us too.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” 

In reality, they could feel the neighbors’ presence with every fiber of their 
being, but the people in question didn’t seem to be paying attention to that. 
They showed no wariness and quickly produced three separate instances of 
that peculiar sound of CO, breaking out of a can of alcohol. The plan was a 


success, it seemed. 


Toujou picked up the Jet Star attire once more, with Koga incarnating Jet 
Moon this time. It took him a fair while to revert the sleeves and such Kawa- 
saki had folded due to his short stature to normal. 

“Your life is pretty epic too, Toujou.” 

“True, you guys always make me go through stuff not many get to expe- 
rience in their lives.” 

They spent 20 minutes listening in on the other room while changing. The 
conversation there had turned into ordinary snoring. Toujou checked his dive 
watch. 

“Sugino Two’s stuff is so creepy. It takes effect right on time.” 

“Let’s wait ten more minutes just to be sure. They’re only ever this silent 
when sleeping, but you know.” 

“Maybe they’re busy doing that? Can you hear their moans and stuff too?” 

Koga answered Toujou’s vulgar question by silently picking up his pair of 
headphones. 

Exactly ten minutes later, they carried old blankets out of Koga’s apart- 
ment and used Kawasaki’s homemade spare key. 

No big surprise. They found a blonde, plump man, a woman wearing a 
camisole that exposed half of her breasts, and a woman wearing a coat with 
leopard prints despite summer break being over —totally out of season. Both 
of the women were wearing heavy makeup. 

They couldn’t tell if it was their foundation or perfume, but there was a 
revolting smell in the air. They were all sleeping in unthinkable positions. 

«Can we really carry them ourselves?” 

“One man or two women, pick your poison.” 

‘I'll take the women I guess. Might make for a pleasant distraction.” 

“Let’s get to it, then.” 

They wrapped the flaccid adults in the blankets and sealed them with 
some duct tape. Not to restrict their movements; just in case someone were 


to see them. They would probably be able to tell that there are humans inside, 


but it would hide their faces. Luckily, the effects of Sugino Two’s sleeping 
drug was enhanced by the alcohol, so the adults showed no signs of waking 
up. 

However, there was an unforeseen accident. 

«Jet Star?” 

Ginga was awake, one shoulder coming out of his worn out T-shirt anda 
sleepy look on his face. 

“What are you doing?” 

Having prepared in case of something like this happening—Toujou 
cleared his throat, took a pose, and whispered a la Jet Star. 

“Ginga-kun! Demon Beasts have possessed these people. We will examine 
them in our lab, and depending on what we find, we might need to come up 
with a way to drive the Demon Beasts out of their bodies.” 

“Possessed...” 

He was talking more like a shady medium than a guardian of justice, but 
Jet Star puffed his chest nevertheless. 

“Tf we let them be, the Demon Beats will fully take control of their bodies 
and turn them into monsters! We can’t waste any time, we must get them to 
safety!” 

“Are you going to take my parents away?” 

“Just for a little bit, don’t worry.” 

“No!” Ginga unexpectedly argued back—his eyes welled up with tears. 
“Dad finally came home, don’t take him away. It’s been so long since we’re 
all together.” 

“Tf we don’t operate on them the Demon Beasts will-” 

“T said no! Don’t take them away! Don’t leave me alone!” 

Ginga suddenly broke in wails. The pretense of being a hero had worn out. 
Jet Star panicked and reverted to Toujou Yukimaru. 


“H-hey, what do we do, his screams are pretty loud.” 


“You won’t find someone who’ll care about this little guy crying here.” Jet 
Moon (Koga), on the other hand, was talking with much apathy. He crouched 
and locked gazes with Ginga across his mask. 

“Do you like these people?” 

“T do,” Ginga gave a sincere nod. “TI’ll behave. I won’t ask for toys. I won’t 
complain when I’m hungry. So please, don’t take my parents away.” 

“You’ll die at this rate. These people will kill you. You realize?” 

“Pll put up with it!” Ginga screamed his immense determination with a 
teary voice. “I'll endure it! I’ll be a good kid! Don’t take them away!” 

Jet Moon’s answer to his pleas was— 

Ginga pitched forward before he could answer. Toujou was holding him by 
the neck. 

“Oh, it worked.” 

“’.What did you do?” 

“Well, I thought if I pressed against his carotid it might cause a lack of 
oxygen and make him faint... I mean, he’s just a little kid...” Toujou was pan- 
icking despite being the perpetrator. He put Ginga on his back and pressed an 
ear against his chest. “...He’s breathing and his heart is beating. He’ ll be good, 
I hope.” 

“Alright, all’s well that ends well. Let’s get back to the plan,” Koga mut- 
tered, resuming the packaging and carrying process. 

In the end, carrying two women was too much for Toujou, so they had to 
make two trips to the car parked next to the building. 

The last row of the seven-seat car was occupied by the two women. The 
man was in the middle row. Koga sat next to him, while Toujou got in the 
passenger Seat. 

Once they were installed in the car, they stripped enough of the blankets 
to expose their faces. That way, if they got stopped by the police, they could 
pretext they were driving them home after they’d gotten dead drunk. The 
blankets would be justified as replacing sleeping bags. The Jet Star and Jet 


Moon costumes would obviously attract suspicion, but they weren’t drunk so 
they could simply pretend to be training for a party trick contest. These days, 
anything would seem acceptable. 

“Nice work, guys,” Satake welcomed them, gripping the wheel. 

“Man, I’m so dead, that was awful,” Toujou replied while fastening his 
seatbelt. 

“Something happened?” 

“The kid cried, that’s all. ... Fucking sickening.” 

“Sorry, Koga, we should’ve sent Takumi instead.” 

“Nah, he can’t carry adults. Also, I wanted to be the one to give them the 
coup de grace. That’s fine and all. Still sickening though.” 

“What exactly happened?” 

Satake stepped heavily on the gas pedal. The sudden acceleration got a 
scream out of Toujou, but Koga didn’t lose his composure. 

“The kid said he’d put up with everything and begged us not to take them 
away. He said he was fine with dying.” 

“Ooof...” Satake seemed uncomfortable too. Meanwhile, Toujou kept 
screaming at the sudden brakes and accelerations. 

“You saw the pics of the fridge, right? These scums had left that kid alone 
all day, and there wasn’t an ounce of food for him. Just alcohol. He’s all skin 
and bones, he’ll actually die if this goes on. Even some juice full of sleeping 
drugs is better for his health than the nothing he gets otherwise. And yet he 
says he wants his current parents even if it kills him. Bullshit. Anyone would 
agree that the kid deserves to live more than them, and he wants to die for 
them. I can’t fucking believe it.” 

“Geez...” 

Satake’s handling of the wheel was rough, which resulted in everyone’s 
bodies being pushed to the side on a large curve. “I can’t take it, I’ll die!” No- 
body was lending an ear to Toujou’s screams. 


“Should I have punched that kid?” Koga muttered, wondering. 


“Like, to make him realize he needs to take better care of himself?” 

“No, it might just be better for him to resent me. It should be easier for 
him to live resenting me than blaming himself for his parents going away. I 
should’ve worn a kaiju suit, not this hero shit. I should’ve punched him and 
kicked him—anything to gain his hatred. If we were gonna be the bad guys, 
might as well have dressed like ones. ...Toujou, get us balaclavas next time. 
The same stuff used in bank robberies.” 

“There won’t fucking be a next time, the hell kinda speed are you goin’ at 
Satake!?” Toujou yipped. 

“T’m not going over 30 though?” Satake calmly replied. “Also stop yelling, 
you know how late it is? We’re in a residential area, too.” 

“How the fuck are we turning like that at 30... Wait, you bastard, are you 
fucking pumping the brakes! ?” 

“Tt’s pretty common in Shimane.” 

‘We aren’t in goddamn Shimane!” 

“Calm down, I can’t hear the GPS talking.” 

“You take a left at the next traffic light.” 

“Nice one, Koga! You’re too OP!” 

“But for real, you’1l wake the people in the back with your screams. Chill.” 

“Can’t wait to be 18 myself, man...” 

These (almost) 16 year olds’ night continued in this festive mood. 


I was informed of their ‘club activity’ two days later. 


A video player was occupying the entirety of the old and dim laptop screen. 
The video showed three adults asleep in a vehicle. The light motor car, full of 
dust, was evidently abandoned. It had no tires nor license plates. The plate 


was understandable, but removing the tires must have taken some effort. 


It seemed to be in a thicket. I couldn’t fathom why someone would take a 
car there to abandon it. Apparently, Toujou had found it during an airsoft 
game and used it as a shelter. 

“By the way, the highest temperature recorded in that car during the past 
week or so was 52 degrees, with an average of about 46,” Satake read his data 
sheet, all proud. As for myself, I was scared stiff and couldn’t say anything. 
“Takumi reinforced the car’s glass panes with fiber sheets. It should take a 
fair while for anyone to find the corpses, so either way the autopsy will just 
see deaths by hyperthermia. The general scenario would be ‘These people got 
high on alcohol and drugs, lost their senses, and entered the mountain.’ 
Luckily, we weren’t stopped on our way.” 

“W-what...is this...” 

“A fitting demise for child abusers, don’t you think? With just the right 
amount of malice,” Sugino giggled. 

The other members kept silent, but displayed faint smiles. Their compo- 
sure heightened my state of panic even further. 

‘What are you... Stop it! Tell me where this is right now, we need to call an 
ambu-” 

“Yuri-sensei, calm down,” Sugino pointed at the bottom right of the 
video. The numbers indicating the date and hour were slowly increasing. 
“See? This was taken yesterday. This event is already over.” 

“Wait... So these people are...” 

“Humans die really easily, huh,” Koga commented in a bored tone. His 
attention focused on his console, as always. 

“I’m calling the police,” my voice was shaking. 

“Without even knowing where this is?” 

“Tell me,” I stood up and closed in on Satake. I grabbed his shoulders. 
“Tell me!” 


He was taken slightly aback and blinked a few times. 


The answer I was waiting for came from Koga, who still wasn’t taking his 
eyes off his console. 

“These people were beating their child. The kid was full of bruises, and I 
doubt they’re paying for health insurance. It’s obvious how this will end. And 
children’s welfare centers wouldn’t have much room to act even if I reported 
this to the police. But if these guys go missing and I tell the police to do some- 
thing about the lone child crying in the apartment next over, they’ ll have to 
take him in. He doesn’t have parents, after all. If we let them be, these scum- 
bags will keep making miserable children and eventually let one of them die 
and they’ ll get thrown in jail. All we’ve done is move that schedule up.” 

“Stop talking like you’re heroes. What gave you the right to do this? Or 
maybe you have some reason to believe you won’t ever make children miser- 
able in the future? Take a look at yourself, you’re not even taking responsi- 
bility. The best you can do is force an unfortunate kid onto the police and feel 
good about yourselves.” 

“Are you on their side, Yurippe?” 

“No, I’m just siding against you.” 

“Woah, so cool,” Toujou chuckled. “So what do we do? We’ll get the police 
called on us at this rate.” 

“Fine, that’s enough,” Sugino shrugged and grabbed the mouse. She 
clicked on the bar at the bottom, which made the three adults magically dis- 
appear from inside the car. To make up for it, the windshield was reduced into 
shards. 

I found myself in a daze. 

«.W-what?” 

“There’s no trap. They broke the window and got out.” 

“These fiber sheets weren’t cheap, I can tell you that. But still too fragile 
to handle that level of desperation, I guess.” 

“At least they didn’t realize it was our doing. I heard them hypothesize 
that friends did it to them after they got drunk.” 


Hearing that, my legs gave in. 

Nobody had been baked alive. My bottom readily fell to the floor. 

“You guys...” 

“Great news, isn’t it? You just got spared from giving us an awkward 
speech.” 

“So you were toying with me?” 

“T view it more as testing than toying.” Sugino Two put a finger to her 
temple, “We wanted to see how you would react, honestly. How many 
drugged juice cans do you think Takumi-kun made until he got the final 
product? We’ re just as scared as anyone to perform without rehearsal.” 

“But who cares—should you really be feeling good about this?” Koga 
clicked his tongue, irritated. “The kid’s still being abused. I bet he didn’t get 
to eat anything today either.” 

“Fine, I'll go talk to the police and welfare centers. The adults will take 
care of everything so please, just don’t do anything.” 

“The adults, huh.” 


I felt genuine contempt from these words. 


However, the situation met an unforeseen conclusion before I could do 
anything. 

“The helicopters are so fucking loud... Can’t sleep a wink.” 

“Must be tough, yeah. Wanna come over?” 

“Please. I can’t stand those stupid TV crews.” 

Koga let his head fall onto the desk, looking like even just staying awake 
was a trial. He wasn’t even playing on his DSi for once. 

As for the household of three mysterious adults and an abused toddler, it 
turned out Koga wasn’t the only one exasperated at them. 

The police were called by Mr. Takamatsu, their neighbor on the opposite 


side to Koga’s apartment. He was a 67 year old who had lost his wife at a 


young age and was spending his retirement in solitude. His patience seemed 
to have run out after witnessing suspicious individuals (Koga and Toujou) 
enter that apartment late at night. 

“Tt stinks! Varsan*’ doesn’t do anything when you live next to that, it keeps 
coming back!” 

He was apparently complaining to the landlord on the regular, and finally 
snapped when this happened. 

“And there’s these weird people going in and out of that apartment, how 
can we know they’ re not doing drugs in there! ? I need help, what if the smoke 
leaks in my apartment and turns me into a drug addict too!?” 

There wasn’t actually any smell of drugs, but the landlord had to do some- 
thing at that point. Actually, they were behind on their rent and the landlord 
Was waiting for an opportunity himself. Their interests matched, and luckily 
the apartment was empty—this taking place right after the kidnapping. They 
were on their way back, but the mountains were quite remote so it took them 
a while. 

Unbeknownst to Koga, underhanded adults entered the apartment in 
search of a reason to drive them out. They soon found a suspicious trash bag 
in the dresser. Inside was an old baby that had mummified with time. 

With that, Takamatsu became the town’s hero. Neither he nor the land- 
lord were authorized to search the apartment, but the results ultimately jus- 
tified the means. 

And now the Perfect Crime Club’s first mission had truly lost all meaning. 

“The takeaway is simple: we weren’t bold enough,” Toujou was face- 
palming. “Screw perfect crimes, we should’ve kidnapped that kid as soon as 
possible.” 

“Tf 1’d opened the dresser that day I would be the one getting interviewed... 
Ahhbhh, the 5,000 yen silver claaaaaay!” 


17 A pharmaceutical pesticide brand. 


“Shut up and go upload the purple vanilla Pepsi recipe on Niconico.” 

Kawasaki, who had worked the most this time around, was stamping his 
feet in rage. 

“T hope you learned your lesson. They weren’t worth dirtying your hands 
on.” Having ultimately done nothing of use, I had to laugh and put on a pre- 
tense. “Heaven’s vengeance is slow but sure; evil is bound to be punished.” 

“Sugino’s sister’s murderer hasn’t been punished.” 

“You just don’t know that they did.” 

The young Ginga was safely taken in by the police, who naturally started 
investigating the abuse for charges of neglect and bodily injuries. 

Of course, we had no way of knowing whether he still liked Jet Star to this 


day. 


Mission 4: Where Is the Mastermind?! 
~The Witch, and the Knight Tilting at Windmills ~ 


Here is a picture. It was taken during club activities to later be put in a 
graduation album. 

A girl with long braids on both sides is sitting by the window, an open 
pocket book in her hands. Her bangs brushed by a gentle breeze give way to 
melancholic eyes hidden beneath red-framed glasses. Although the tiny por- 
tion of her legs visible past her long skirt are covered by green sweatpants, 
those thin ankles definitely belonged to a girl. 

This girl, now deceased, was Sugino Sarasa. There was a faint resem- 
blance, but nothing in common with ‘Sugino Two.’ The fair lady haircut, the 
ribbon, the disposable contact lenses, the short skirt, the hemmed leggings, 
and the navy blue socks were all things Sugino Sakura used to don. 

Sugino Two was dead despite being alive. Her life consisted of emulating 
the dead and suppressing Sarasa’s heart. 


Does this really qualify as living? 


The most tense place at school was the front gate during commute time. 
Everything had changed since that incident. 

8:32 AM. The town bus arrives at the school’s stop, and students come out 
of it while passing their commuter pass in front of the scanner. He would al- 
ways be last. 

And right on time, like a well-prepared ambush, Sugino Two would come 
out of the convenience store on the corner of the street. 

“Good morning, Outa-kun.” 

He—Nasu Outa—had experienced this many times over but never got a 
tiny bit used to it. His body jolted in fear every time before looking in her di- 


rection. 


“S-Sarasa-chan...” 

“Oh please, call me Sakura. I’m always telling you that, aren’t I?” Sugino 
Two offered him a bento with a smile. It was wrapped in a sakura-colored 
napkin. “Here, I made your favorite today, fried chicken.” 

Other students passed by Nasu, who was still frozen, muttering things like 
“Here they go again...” 

“..You really don’t have to do this for me.” 

“What, are you saying you can’t eat my homemade bento? Why so cold, do 
you still not believe me?” 

“H-how could I bel-” 

“Sugino-san!” 

This scream came from a girl with semi-long hair and a pink hairpin 
maintaining her bangs to the side. She was Ozaki Nana from 3-2. She made 
her way to them in a determined gait and interposed herself between the two. 

“When will you finally stop messing around? Realize that some jokes 
cross the line!” 

“T’m not messing around,” Sugino Two, not faltering in the slightest, 
spoke haughtily. “This body is indeed Sarasa-chan’s, but the soul belongs to 
me— Sakura. I’m only letting Sarasa-chan borrow it during the day.” 

“That’s what I’m calling messing around!” 

“Hmm, how can I get you to believe me...” 

“YOU-” 

Ozaki was ready to start fighting here and now, but Sugino ignored that 
and briskly made her way towards the gate. 

“But I’m being as sincere as I can...you’re so mean. You’re all so mean. 
Even you Outa-kun, we used to date and now you won’t even believe me. To 
think I used to believe your feelings were genuine...” She left these words be- 


fore leaving for good. 


Nasu could barely control his legs and escaped towards the gate. Ozaki bit 
her lips and, with a bitter look on her face, slowly resumed her walk. This was 
an ordinary morning. 

“Sugino!” Fujita called out to her as she passed the gate. 

Ever since Sugino Sakura’s case, the school has had two teachers on 
standby at the gate during commute time. This, however, wasn’t in their ju- 
risdiction as guards. 

Even among teachers, Fujita was the only one trying to warn her. 

“Hey Sugino, stop pestering Nasu.” 

Even with Fujita drawing in on her, Sugino barely shrugged her shoulders. 

“You almost make it sound like I’m bullying Outa-kun.” 

‘What you’ re doing is even worse!” 

“Why am I being scolded, exactly? All I wanted was to have Outa-kun eat 
my homemade fried chicken bento. I didn’t poison it. Do you want a taste, 
teacher?” 

“Drop the jokes.” 

“T’m totally serious. Am I not allowed to make a bento for the boy I like?” 

“Listen, you’re acting like a damn stalker!” 

“Harsh words to describe an innocent maiden’s love.” 

That’s how a normal morning went. There was only one bus every 20 
minutes, so Nasu couldn’t even change his commute time. 


This tumult would naturally result in— 


“Kojima-sensei, can you do something about this?” 

Kojima Mari was still young, but the idea of a ‘young and beautiful coun- 
selor’ was a source of dreams. The infirmary had mysteriously received a 
constant influx of boys claiming to feel ill since her arrival. 

Hard not to be even just a little jealous. A pretty woman with short hair 


wearing a white gown in the infirmary was enough to rile up male students. 


Moreover, her makeup was fairly light and her gemstone nail art was gor- 
geous—she was the embodiment of a man’s dream. If not for my current 
state, I would surely have been burning with a somber rage at Fujita for 
drooling over her. 

The school had removed one of the beds and installed a sofa set with a ta- 
ble in the middle for her. Fujita and I were sitting across from her, but obvi- 
ously not to be counseled. 

“The problem isn’t Sugino-san, mind you,” she sighed. “She isn’t suffer- 
ing from an illness, but more so from a severe trick of her imagination. She 
has been prescribed medication, time will heal her wounds eventually. ...But 
Nasu-kun and Ozaki-san might not be able to handle it. Insanity spreads.” 

“Insanity...” 

That was a frank way to put it. Kojima herself seemed to have found her 
words too straightforward. She put a hand to her mouth. 

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have employed that word.” 

“Tt’s okay, that’s the right way to talk about Sugino. That girl isn’t sane.” 

“She is mentally unstable at a delicate period of her life. I wouldn’t nec- 
essarily call it abnormal...” 

“She is. She’s dragging people in her delusions and spreading misery. Do 
you really want to let her be? With bullying, the bully is wrong; with stalking, 
the stalker is wrong; with molestation, the one getting off from it is wrong. If 
we go easy on her because she’s a woman, she won’t ever become a respect- 
able adult.” 

Fujita wasn’t that disliked among students. He could sometimes appear as 
scary to boys, but he was generally relied upon. He’d even gotten confessed 
to by a few female students (I’d like to believe he wouldn’t do anything that 
would result in a crime, but who knows). However, he had a naturally poor 
affinity with Sugino Two and the Perfect Crime Club (well, I don’t think a lot 


of people are suited to go along with them to begin with). 


“Having met Sugino’s parents, all they do is cry and I can’t get a real con- 
versation from them. There’s no hope on that side.” 

“Forgetting about Ozaki-san for now, it would be great to at least find a 
way to get Sugino-san away from Nasu-kun.” 

“Should I suggest that he transfers away? Youka is pretty far but they’re 
affiliated with our school so the process should be relatively smooth.” 

“Commuting to a school in Tokyo from here is a bit...” 

“Why do we have to go through this hassle for Sugino anyway! ? I feel bad 
for her sister dying, but that doesn’t mean she can do whatever she wants!” 

This would be all so simple if we could take that position—not like it would 
have any impact on Sugino Two herself, though. 

Three adults found themselves sharing a sigh. We were powerless. 

“Um, I’d like to bring up another problematic student while we’re at it...” 

“Problematic, you say?” 

“Yes, another student in Sugino-san’s grade...” 

Right when I was about to mention Koga to her— 

Loud and restless footsteps resounded in the hallway. Although Fujita 
would usually yell ‘Don’t run in the hallway!’ at that, he probably wasn’t feel- 
ing it right now. As we all ignored it, Satake opened the sliding door with his 
foot. He was quite deft. 

“Mari-chan, call an ambulance!” 

Now, as for why he had used his legs for it—his two hands were already 
busy carrying Sugino Two. 

Smelling a commotion in the air, Fujita and I stood up from the sofa. 

“What happened!?” 

“She fell down the stairs!” 

“That’s not a huge deal, really.” 

“Hey, hey, hey, hey! This stuff usually sets up a flag to later on learn that 
she had a brain hemorrhage! CT scan! MRI! Now!” 


She sat down on a bed looking totally fine, aside from some dust on her 
skirt, but Satake wasn’t piping down at all. It would be a big scandal if his 
prediction actually turned out right, so I called 119. There’s a health insurance 
system in Japan, meaning we don’t pay the medical fees ourselves. Fujita 
asked for details while I was on the phone. 

“So what happened? Missed a step?” 

“Nuh uh, this is an honest-to-god case! I heard a scream and rushed to 
the scene, and there I saw Fukuda from Class 3 run away! Don’t you find it 
suspicious to be running away in that situation?” 

“Oh please, Satake-kun,” Sugino Two calmly sprayed cold water on Sa- 
take’s enthusiasm, “I simply felt a little dizzy. Sarasa-chan’s body has a 
fairly low blood pressure, that’s all.” 

“No, no, no! I perfectly saw Fukuda running away with these very eyes! 
She’s guilty as heck! I demand an investigation!” 

“T’ll go talk to Fukuda myself, just don’t start investigating on your own, 
Detective,” Fujita warned him, but that had the opposite effect. Satake 
pointed a finger straight at Fujita’s nose and yelped, 

“Just know I’ll check after the fact if you did your job, okay?! This is an 
actual case of bodily harm!” 

“And if everything you’ve said was a lie, it would be an actual case of def- 
amation.” 

“Don’t worry, I’ll testify wherever you want me to. I’m ready for WAR!” 

“Calm down, would you, Satake-kun. I’m not ready for that just yet.” 

“T’ll collect your ashes, Sugino Two! Don’t worry, we won’t give up until 
we avenge you!” 

“Are you killing me a second time? Also your voice is echoing in my head, 
please give me some silence.” 

Sugino Two’s words finally shut him up, but only vocally. He opened his 


phone and started typing at a frenetic pace, probably explaining the situation 


to other members via email. I was genuinely grateful for the fact humans 
cannot see electromagnetic waves. 

To make up for it, however, I could tangibly feel Fujita’s bloodthirst. I 
could even hear his internal voice telling these cunning brats to fuck off. 

Despite concluding it was ‘probably just a sprain,’ the ambulance took 
Sugino Two away after looking at her for four minutes. They evacuated her 
on a lofty stretcher, with Kojima accompanying her, and decided to wait on 
the results before contacting her parents. They had been very unstable since 
the death of their eldest daughter, so they didn’t want to perturb them for 
something that might be as benign as a sprain. 

‘“Welp, I’ll go ask Fukuda Maiko if she knows anything, then.” 

“Ah, I’m coming too.” 

“Me too!” 

“Not you!” 

Fujita barked at Satake and left the infirmary. I followed him in a hurry, 
checking that Satake wasn’t following us out of the corner of my eyes. 

“Wasn’t Fukuda-san good friends with Sakura-san? Did something hap- 
pen between them?” 

“Beats me. Is that detective a third year?” 

“Satake Hiroshi-kun from 3-1.” 

“Satake, huh. Don’t take anything he says at face value. That moron’s 
head over heels in love with Sugino Sarasa.” 

“Huh!e” 

“What, you didn’t notice?” Hearing Fujita click his tongue made me feel 
like I was the biggest idiot on earth. “You don’t just carry girls out of kindness. 
A true ‘detective’ would have abandoned Sugino Sarasa and gone after Fu- 
kuda. Must be out of luck to be that dense as a woman.” 

“You seem to really understand boys, huh.” 

“Kids their age run on lust. They’!l do anything as long as they get to fuck.” 


“111 try to remember it. ...Let me tell you something myself, then.” 


“About the woman’s heart?” 

“Tw— Sugino Sarasa is well aware.” 

“Of Satake’s feelings?” 

“That a girl can’t get far alone. Having someone following along changes 
everything. Girls can’t go to the toilet on their own, but with someone they 
can go anywhere. Be it the depths of the abyss or wherever.” 

“Not sure I really get it.” 

“You just don’t know how scary it is to eat all alone.” 

“Don’t worry, I do.” 

I thought I had imagined his faint murmur. 

It was lunch. Fukuda wasn’t in her classroom where the air smelled of 
bento. Seeing that Fujita wanted to head for the cafeteria, I told him, 

“Tt happened on that flight of stairs, right? Then-” 

I took a peek in the closest girl’s bathroom, which confirmed my hunch. 
Only the stall in the back was closed. It was off-limits for Fujita so I knocked 
on the door myself. 

“Fukuda-san, are you in there?” 

Getting no response, I started speaking on my own. 

“T’m not here to fault you, I just want to know what happened. Is it true 
that Sugino-san fell from the stairs?” 

As expected, no response. 

“Someone is claiming that you were involved with that, but Sugino-san 
denies it. If you say you didn’t do anything, I will believe you. Can you tell me?” 

Silence. 

“T understand, let’s say nothing happened then.” 

That was good enough, probably. But Satake would come to complain so I 
had to think of a way to shut him down. I wasn’t thrilled at the idea, but I 
might ask Sugino Two for help on that. 

Right as I was about to get away from the door— 


« .Yuri-sensei.”’ 


It opened slightly. Her voice was shaking. 
“T...pushed Sugino-san’s back.” 


She ‘confessed’ with a teary voice. 


The third-year Fukuda Maiko wasn’t the type of girl who necessarily 
stood out. Even her short haircut to which she gave an outward bend, her 
short skirt, and her navy blue socks were all things she was copying from oth- 
ers. Her face would turn red when standing in front of an audience. 

Interrogating her in the faculty room would pose some problems, so we 
headed for the infirmary for that—after Fujita went ahead and checked that 
Satake had left. Fukuda was already on the verge of tears so I asked Fujita to 
talk as little as possible. 

““..l’m scared of her. There are rumors that Sugino-san’s ghost took over 
her little sister’s body...” 

“Those are delusions! Nothing more!” Fujita butted in right from the get 
go... It seemed I would need to work extra hard to keep his mouth shut. 

““She...she knows things only Sakura-san should know... L-like about me...” 

“Didn’t she simply hear them from Sakura-san? There’s nothing uncom- 
mon about close sisters telling each other details about their friends.” 

“Still, she knows too much! Every day I’m so scared of her coming to the 
third year’s classroom...” 

“So we’ve got another victim of Sugino Sarasa, eh. Can we really not expel 
her to end this for good?” Fujita ran his mouth yet again, which made Fukuda 
raise her face. 

“Is Sugino Sarasa-san getting expelled?” 

“He’s only saying it, there’s no actual plan to do that. Don’t take it seri- 
ously and spread the word around, okay?” 

“T’m on your side, Fukuda! That girl is creepy! ...But, I can’t condone vio- 


lence. The last thing I want to see is a girl hitting another girl.” 


Resorting to violence/inflicting bodily harm should have gotten her sus- 
pended for a week, but Fujita decided it would be too harsh to add a suspen- 
sion on a third year’s thus-far-immaculate report. Sugino seemed hardly 
scathed, and she had technically turned herself in, too, so we promised her to 
settle this with an apology to the victim and a letter showing her regret to the 
school. 

Fukuda bowed to us many times before leaving the infirmary. 

Fujita cracked his neck. 

“Tl leave looking after the boy in love to you, okay? Isn’t he in your club? 
Just make sure he doesn’t go shouting this from the rooftops or we’1 be in for 
a general staff meeting.” 

“These kids keep giving me headaches... I hope Sugino-san’s injuries are 
benign, at least.” 

What did the Perfect Crime Club think of Fukuda Maiko’s bodily harm in- 
cident? What if they chose her as their next target? These questions I tor- 
mented myself with destroyed my mood, but what I saw after classes when I 
headed to their clubroom transcended my imagination. 

Satake was typing something on the desktop computer. 

“Plus 15 points for Fukuda Maiko being the true culprit!” 

“You sure? Isn’t Fukuda-senpai kinda the docile type? Didn’t someone 
tell her to do it?” Takumi voiced his doubts. 

“Tn this case, would it be a girl or a guy?” 

“Tf it’s a guy, it gotta be Nasu Outa! He was going at it just this morning. 
And if it’s a girl, Ozaki Nana?” Toujou hypothesized. 

“Man, IRL Werewolf is so awesome! I can’t tell what’s gonna happen next!” 
Kawasaki was beaming. 

“Wait, so right now Sugino Two is at the hospital saying ‘All according to 
plan!’ with an evil face? That’s actually scary, holy shit,” Toujou shuddered. 

‘“When’s my turn?” 

“Not yet!” 


Everyone crossed their arms at Koga. That moment was quite childlike 
and heart-warming...maybe. 

«.May I ask what you’re all talking about?” 

“Ohh, Yurippe! What’s your deduction! ?” 

“C’mon, Yurippe hasn’t read either Massacre or Moonlight Game,'* Were- 
wolf is too much for her.” 

“Oh right, we gotta start with the rules!” 

Satake stood up and started frantically writing something on the chalk- 
board. 

“There are five roles: Werewolf, Villager, Madman, Medium, and Seer! A 
program distributes the role cards at random. There’s one or two Werewolves. 
This time we likely have more than one, but as a principle we’ re limiting the 
main culprits to two! The Werewolves can talk among themselves and each 
kill one villager a day! The Villagers can’t do anything special, but each day 
there’s a vote where the majority can decide on someone to hang! The Me- 
dium can tell whether the person hanged was a Werewolf or not, and the Seer 
can tell whether a living Villager is actually a Werewolf or not BUT for only 
one person a day! The Madman doesn’t have any powers, but they benefit 
from the Werewolves winning, so the common strat is to pretend to be the 
Medium or Seer and generate some chaos! You can even try to get hanged to 
save a Werewolf when the situation calls for it! That’s the basics of Are You a 


Werewolf?!19” 


18 Arisugawa Arisu’s debut novel, Moonlight Game: The Tragedy of Y ’88. 


19 Due to historically being Japan’s introduction to this genre of game over other variants 
more popular in the West, it has become a common way to refer to all Werewolf games, 
though not as widespread as the direct translation ‘Jinrou’ sometimes followed by ‘Game.’ 
Out of the three earliest major Mafia-inspired social deduction card games (Are You a Were- 
wolf?, The Werewolves of Millers Hollow, and Lupus in Tabula—all of which came out in 2001), 
the version most prevalent in Japanese online Werewolf is actually a mix between Are You a 
Werewolf? and Lupus in Tabula. 


AYAW and Millers Hollow stick very close to Mafia’s original ruleset, and the few notable dif- 
ferences between the two are that the former only has the three basic roles (Villager, Were- 
wolf, Fortune Teller) while the latter includes a few more, that Millers Hollow has a bonus 


«.Werewolves?” 

“There’s only one rule: deduce other people’s roles from the conversation 
and annihilate the enemy side by the end! You can lie however much you want 
to achieve your goals! BUT, if everyone lies, nobody can know the truth! Is 
Fukuda Maiko, who assaulted Sugino Two today, the Werewolf who killed 
Sugino One? Is she just a Madman? What’s your take, Yurippe?” 

“Rules...? Hold on. Don’t tell me this is just a game to you.” 

“Right on the money! Werewolf is a super intellectual game testing purely 
your deduction and acting skills!” 

Seeing Satake’s weird poses and acting made blood audibly rise to my 
brain. The next thing I knew, I was whacking his head with the attendance 
book. 

“What are you thinking!? Aren’t you in love with Sugino Two!? She fell 
from the stairs and could have died today, and all you’re thinking about is 
your deduction game!?” 

“Wait, Satake-senpai is...with Two-senpai... Huhhh?!?” 


“C’mon Yurippe, that’s a banned word...” 


stackable Sheriff role voted on during the first day which gives that player’s votes double the 
normal weight, and that Millers Hollow has a simple, instantaneous voting process (with eve- 
ryone pointing at the person they think is the werewolf) while AYAW has players vote in 
clockwise order, with the possibility to justify their choice and state their own conclusions 
without anyone interrupting—which may affect subsequent voters. 


Lupus in Tabula set itself apart through two main rule changes: roles are not revealed upon 
death, and the day voting process is always structured as a confrontation between two play- 
ers, who are chosen by a preliminary vote between all participants —including dead play- 
ers—following a short discussion period (votes are simultaneous, not taken in turns). It also 
featured some roles that took advantage of the new rules and thus didn’t have an equivalent 
in other variants—such as the Medium explained above, or the Owl-Man, a village-side role 
who can force a player to be part of the next day’s confrontation regardless of the outcome 
of the preliminary vote. 


Modern Japanese online Werewolf inherited Lupus in Tabula’s roles (with some minor dif- 
ferences), AYAW’s voting process, and does not reveal roles upon death. Moreover, despite 
not being retained, Lupus in Tabula’s confrontation system has shaped the general playstyle 
for these games and often naturally arises in late-game situations. 


“Who gives a crap!? Sugino Two is literally getting the inside of her head 
checked as we speak! This is no laughing matter!” 

My yelling also silenced Kawasaki and Toujou. Only Koga didn’t care and 
kept playing on his console. 

“What do you have to say about this?! Will you continue this deduction 
game even if it kills Sugino-san?!” 

‘.1 mean it’s not like I want to,” Satake muttered to himself. “I wish she 
wouldn’t but Sugino says she wants to do it, nothing I can do...” 

Was there anything more pathetic for a man to say? 

However, I felt that realizing Satake was undoubtedly being genuine 


helped me get one step closer to their reality. 


Satake Hiroshi was a knight. He spent every day dreaming of saving his 
beloved princess from her prison. However, the one holding her captive was 
a witch wholly identical to the princess. 

That world, which sounds straight out of a middle schooler’s fantasy 
novel, was the reality he lived in. 


Delusions and reality aren’t as far apart as one might think. 


“Sugino wasn’t like that before One’s death. I mean, she used to prefer 
shoujo novels over mystery novels. Stuff like Nagano Mayumi.” 


“Aren’t you the one who lent her Tomonari Junichi, though?” 


20 A novelist belonging to the kichiku subgenre, a large anti-social movement which has as 
its motto ‘Nothing is true. Everything is permitted,’ and aims to degrade the pristine image 
of Japanese media by creating works of fiction as depraved and brutal as possible. While the 
subgenre is extremely varied, going from delving into sexual deviancy to encouraging ter- 
rorism or suicide, and has itself spawned other subgenres such as denpa, Tomonari Junichi 
is known for a writing style combining gore, extreme violence, and sensuality. 


“Shut up! I know! I regret it! ...But there’s still a chance she returns to her 
past self—to before she became Two— once she gets this out of her system, 
right?” 

“Anyway, ya see Yurippe, I’m surprisingly soft when it comes to friend- 
ship, and like, you wouldn’t leave Satake on his own either, would you? That’s 
why I’m doing it,” Toujou put a hand on Satake’s sulky head. 

“Wait,” right then, Kawasaki spoke out, “that’s how it was? Now I look 
like a moron for helping you with tech stuff without knowing shit...” 

“Being a tech moron fits you, don’t worry.” 

“.1 don’t really care about that crap.” 

“You too, Koga, you’re perfect as you are. Just be our Gundam.” 

“Hurry up and tell me who to kill already.” 

“That’s the spirit. Heard that, Yurippe? The only ones seriously thirsty for 
blood here are Koga and Sugino Two.” 

That was a wonderful conclusion. It made my job that much easier. 

“Sugino Two has that entire side with her sister being killed, so not much 
I can do about it. But what exactly is your deal, Koga-kun?” 

“T’m just the Enigma.” 

Koga didn’t flinch the tiniest bit. He didn’t even remove his eyes from his 
console. Toujou sighed. 

“Koga’s an actual mystery, yeah. Are you in the witness protection pro- 
gram or something?” 

“The heck’s that?” 

“Let’s say a member of the American mafia wants to cut ties with it and 
get a respectable life. If they try normally, the mafia will chase them at the 
end of the earth to silence them. But if they sell their info to the FBI, in ex- 
change, the Government gives them a new identity, address—you name it— 
and protects them from the mafia. Same for their family, cause there’s a risk 
the mafia will kidnap them. They just can’t see their relatives and friends an- 


ymore.” 


“Huh, that’s convenient. Do we have something like that in Japan?” 

“Alas, we don’t.” 

‘What a boring country.” 

“Koga-kun, what are you doing with that?” 

I butted in and took a look at his DSi’s screen. I wasn’t a game specialist, 
but my novice expectations were that he was spending every waking hour 
connected to the internet playing some kind of RPG. 

The screen only displayed numbers. Just a bunch of squares, mostly filled 
with digits. It looked similar to crosswords, but the digits killed any sense of 
soul. 

“.What kind of game is that?” 

“Sudoku. You put numbers from 1 to 9 in 3x3 grids while making sure they 
don’t overlap with others.” 

“Ts it fun?” 

“No. It kills time. Give me a better way to kill time.” 


I couldn’t believe these words came from a human. 


Now that I knew the Perfect Crime Club wouldn’t take actions against Fu- 
kuda Maiko immediately— 

What about Sugino Two? 

In the end, she had only sprained an ankle. Kojima went back to school 
when I got there, so I ended up having to wait for both Sugino Two and the 
doctors to give us the bill. 

“They actually made me take an MRI, of course it will be expensive. Espe- 
cially since I didn’t have my insurance card on me.” 

“Tt’s okay, they accept credit cards here.” 

“And how do you know that?” 


“High schoolers get injured all the time.” 


Still, how much would they make us pay just for a wet compress? Was that 
actually why Kojima had told me “TI need to go back quickly, can you replace 
me here?” on the phone? I had screwed up. 

Sugino Two undid her hair in the elderly-filled general hospital’s waiting 
room. She then produced a folding mirror and a brush from her breast pocket, 
and began combing her hair. 

How not to be envious of girls in their full youth? Even their split hairs are 
beautiful. A single sniff of this conditioner scent would send Satake to the 
floor. 

“Have you called my parents?” 

“Not yet. Say, your injuries aren’t that important, can’t you tell them it 
was just an accident?” 

“Sure, it makes things easier on me too. My mom will start crying again if 
I make waves too big.” 

What an exemplary student. I wished the other members would learn from 
her. 

“What happened to Fukuda Maiko?” 

“She said she wanted to apologize to you. She was crying, you know?” 

“Hmm. Did you really let yourself be deceived by another woman’s tears?” 

... This was the same girl who claimed to have fallen on her own before get - 
ting here. What a turncoat. 

‘“What’s that thing about werewolves and villagers?” 

“Did Satake-kun do a good job on his deduction?” 

“Yeah, just like you asked him to.” 

“That’s great to hear. Deductions based on pure logic aren’t my strong 
point, actually. Makes me hate my female brain. Well, call it giving the right 
person the right job.” 

That’s how she was, she would say these things out of nowhere. Was Sa- 


take Hiroshi’s noble love really a good fit for her soul? However, even if I were 


to report her words from just now to him, he would merely put up a smile and 
say ‘Of course.’ That was painful to think about. 

The time of truth had come; Sugino Two’s number got called by a staff 
member. I went to stand in front of the automatic fare collection machine, 
experienced severe jealousy at the old woman next to me for only having to 
pay 280 yen, then thanked God for the modern high-tech society we lived in. 
I’d burned basically up to my credit card limit for the month, though. 

Still, I wasn’t sure whether to direct this receipt to Sugino’s parents or to 
the school. Common sense would guide me towards the former, but I also felt 
like Fukuda’s parents were equally justified. I decided to discuss it with Fujita 
later. 

I returned to my seat and noticed her presence. A girl with two long braids 
and red-framed glasses. 

A girl who nowadays only existed within data captured by digital cameras. 
The captive princess Satake was searching with all his might. 

“Could you not stare too much? It’s making me shy.” 

“What? Oh, sorry. That really changes you.” 

“My parents cry when I go home as Sakura. I have to make sure I return 
this body to Sarasa-chan before I do.” 

“For your parents...” 

As a part of myself felt relieved, my reason was whispering to me: 

This girl was actually sacrificing her own life to avenge her sister. This was 
no joke or game. 

“Your parents cry because they’re worried about you, not because of your 
sister. Did you ever realize that?” 

“What are you getting at?” 

“Playing at searching for your sister’s murderer puts your life at risk. Just 


look at how you fell from the stairs today.” 


“T’m not playing. My sister’s heart is still beating within me. How is it not 
normal to be suspicious of people who don’t like that? Almost half a year has 
gone by and the police aren’t doing anything.” 

“But think of all the other people who are also worried about you.” 

“Why do you have a problem with me living my life the way I want?” 


Ahh, geez. Only children can speak like that. 


Sugino Sarasa, with her long braids drooping from her head, a smell of wet 
compresses following her, and a bandage around her ankle, set foot in a world 
no dirty adult could ever reach. A world the 16-year-old Yuri Chihaya never 
got to know. 

Her back indeed exuded a tremendous beauty any knight would feel proud 


to put their lives on the line for. 


Mission 5: Pursue the Enigma! 
~A Focus on Koga Takaya~ 


The Perfect Crime Club wasn’t operating on a regular basis. Members met 
up after classes at their leisure and did whatever they wanted. They didn’t 
need to worry about the cultural festival anyway. The budget that came along 
with it would be nice, but the school wasn’t thrilled to hold an expo on the 
history of serial killers in North America. 

While I would usually see them reading books or surfing on the web, they 
seemed oddly active today. 

When I entered the physics storage room, I was met with Toujou holding 
a Y-shaped plastic stick. Kawasaki was drawing double circles on pieces of 
cardboard he then aligned along the wall. 

‘What is that?” 

“A pachinko. Can’t you tell?” 

“Call it a slingshot, it’s cooler these days. You like the targets there?” 

“Yup, perfect.” 

Kawasaki got out of the way as Toujou loaded his slingshot with pachinko 
balls. Unlike the toy versions for kids, his had an arm support for better ac- 
curacy. 

He pulled on the rubber band and released it in the direction of the target. 
The pachinko ball opened a hole in the cardboard along with a dull sound. 

“Ohh, nice firepower.” 

“Yeah, rubber bands are awesome. Good thing I switched to ones from tire 
chain packages.” 

“Tt doesn’t seem very lethal.” 

‘Well yeah, crossbows are definitely better when it comes to killing. This 
thing’s strong point is that you can hide it on yourself. The arms are foldable, 


too. Well, in terms of concealed weapons, this bad boy got it beaten, though,” 


Kawasaki said as he produced something that looked no different from a thick 

pen. He carried it in his left hand and used his right hand to pull on something. 
Anew dent appeared on the cardboard along with a faint sound of collision. 

“Woah, the heck’s that?” 

“Also a slingshot. You put a latex fingertip you cut off from a surgery glove 
around one end of a plastic tube, attach it with duct tape, put the bullet inside 
the glove finger, then keep pulling on it to build up energy...” 

Kawasaki reloaded his homemade slingshot while explaining. Using BB 
pellets, since pachinko balls wouldn’t fit. Another weak sound echoed. 

“Seems great to carry around, but that firepower just doesn’t cut it.” 

“T mean, it’s just rubber at the end of the day. It would be another story if 
we had gunpowder.” 

“Gunpowder would break the plastic barrel. My big bro had a friend who 
was into that kinda stuff, but one day the fuzz turned up on him outta no- 
where and took him away.” 

“The fuzz?” 

“Cops, the police! Where did they even get that intel from... You’re bound 
to get busted one day if you go the illegal route, I’m telling you.” 

“Who the hell are you, Toujou-senpai...” 

Being on the school side, I also wished the police wouldn’t set their eyes 
on our students for assembling and owning dangerous weapons. 

Sugino Two sighed. 

“The police, huh. They sure know everything there is to know about these 
trivial things. When it comes to me, though...” 

“That’s normal,” Satake told her, “you’re a relative of a victim, they’re 
careful about what they let you know. According to intel I picked up last 
night-” 

‘Where? On the net?” 

“Yeah, yeah.” 


“That greenhouse of dubious information? Someone once posted a ran- 
dom address claiming they were doxxing me.” 

“S-sure, that can happen too. Still, this leak from the prefectural police 
seems quite reliable in my opinion,” Satake pointed at his desktop, where 
something akin to a message board was open. 

The hortzontal text surrounded by a blue background read: ‘RT: 
The prefectural police plans to hear very soon From a Female staff 
(celibate) at the victim’s school. -finally catching the culprit?’ 

«.Who’s that female staff (celibate) at the victim’s school?” 

‘What if it was Yurippe?” 

Getting thrown the ball out of the blue, I almost choked on my carton of 
green tea. 

“Why would I have killed Sugino-san?!” 

“Well, you know, there will always be female deviants that don’t seem to 
make sense to anyone,” Satake said. 

“True, I don’t get those either. When men do deprived stuff, at the end of 
the day, it has to somehow do with sex. But then you’ve got women killing a 
bunch of children, and that doesn’t have much to do with lust or eros,” 
Toujou shared. 

“You have no hope of understanding it as long as you keep depending on 
Freud for everything. I recommend getting a grip and waking up from your 
macho, two-dimensional world,” Sugino tore him apart. 

“So, Yurippe,” Satake returned to the topic, “what was your motive for 
killing Sugino One? The classic ‘silencing her about your affair’ ?” 

“T didn’t kill her and I obviously don’t have any such thing! Also, the po- 
lice haven’t come to me since the initial interrogation! I wouldn’t kill a stu- 
dent for something you all know already!” 

“Tsk, boring!” 
“1’m not living to provide you with entertainment!” 


“Then what are you living for, Yurippe?” 


This question from Toujou made me lose my words for a second. As my 
mind was about to wander into thoughts that actually made me want to die, 
the one who saved me from it was none other than Koga. He had been prac- 
ticing shooting with the slingshot this whole time. 

“This country needs more death.” 

“That rant again?” 

“Ever went through the rat pyramid?” 

“The multi-level thing?” 

“That’s a pyramid scheme.” 

Koga just continued, ignoring Satake and Toujou’s bickering. 

“A couple of rats give birth to roughly eight kids per pregnancy. I think a 
hamster’s gestation period is like three weeks, so rats should be pretty much 
the same. Can’t be bothered with weeks so we’|l go with one month. The cou- 
ple had eight kids so now they’re ten in total. Let’s say raising the kids takes 
another month. Two months later, the two parents and eight children each 
make their own kids. How many do you have now? This is pure theory so 
we’re not worrying about incest and all that crap.” 

“Erm, ten rats divided by two for couples, times eight kids, that makes 40 
rats.” 

“Plus the ten parents, so 50. Okay, what about two months later? 25 cou- 
ples each making eight more kids.” 

“200.” 

“And with the 50 parents?” 

“250.” 

“Rats live for much longer than that. Two years, let’s say. If we keep this 
going, how many rats will you have at the two year mark?” 

“Huh? Uh, wait, gimme asec, I’ll do it seriously.” 

“Two at the start for two years, so 24 months, divided by two months so 
12 births...” 


Satake and Kawasaki started writing their equation on the chalkboard and 
on a loose leaf respectively, but Koga didn’t wait. 

“7,88 ,281,250 rats.” 

“Really?” 

Even members of the so-called Perfect Crime Club made a pale face imag- 
ining a swarm of half-a-billion rats devouring Tokyo. That repulsive vision 
was destroyed yet again by Koga. 

“Kidding.” 

“You son of a...” 

“A place with two rats only has enough food to keep two rats alive; they 
won’t multiply that much. Even if the parents made an effort, they could at 
most afford two or three children, nowhere near a billion. Okay, so let’s think 
about these children we calculated. What does the number 488, 281, 250 ac- 
tually stand for? Rats don’t do family planning. They have no concept of con- 
traception or abortion. You sometimes hear news of huge domestic snakes 
escaping from their cages, right? Their food is generally frozen rats.” 

“Oh yeah, I know that. A friend of my big bro had that owl from Harry Pot- 
ter, Hedwig. That thing also eats frozen rats. He sometimes even fed it 
chicken heads and legs with nails still attached ’cause butchers usually throw 
them away.” 

“Tell your brother to pick better friends...” 

“Snakes, owls, black kites, eagles, wolves, cats, and huge frogs all eat rats. 
A bunch die before they can give birth so the 488, 281, 250 isn’t real, but they 
still have a good 5,000 in their stomachs. That’s how the world can keep on 
going. And yet, in this country we kill rats before they can proliferate. That’s 
why nothing goes right. Bears and boars and macaques who didn’t have 
enough food to hibernate through the whole winter must leave the mountain, 
and ultimately harm the livelihood of local farmers. All because of hysterical 
city-dwellers who have never stepped a foot outside their comfort zone and 


yet can’t shut up about how cruel it would be to kill them.” 


“That’s some nice logic, did you come up with it?” 

Koga shrugged his shoulders at Sugino Two’s question. 

“Nah, I’m just repeating what a grim reaper told me.” 

“A grim reaper?” 

“Grim reapers lament about the way our world runs on survival-of-the- 
fittest logic from atop Nakano Broadway.” 

“Oh, so it’s a friend of the Jesus Christ living in Tachikawa?” 

“How many volumes of Saint Young Men are out again? I think I’ve only 
read the first two.” 

“Reminds me, anyone bought the latest 81diver volume?” 

Koga’s rat rant got buried by this dense otaku talk. He just reloaded his 
slingshot with a pachinko ball and returned to practicing on the targets, 
showing no dissatisfaction at this sudden turn. Crusaders and even monks 
from the Enryakuji temple aren’t known to be this abstemious, I was pretty 
sure. 

This country needs more death. 

Having myself chosen to live on at the cost of my child’s life, these words 
sounded like gospel to my ears. 

This country needs more death. 

As I was on the verge of crushing the carton in my hand, Toujou, staring 
at the slingshot, came up with a horrendous idea. 

“You think we could throw, like, mini explosives with this? Does it gotta 
be nitroglycerin if we want them to explode on contact? Also we can’t get 
plastic explosives in Japan, can we?” 

“Dunno, there might be a way?” 

“Actually, for nitro, there’s a way to obtain it from normal glycerin. You’d 
need acid, though. Also, a fair amount of equipment,” Satake said, lowering 
his voice. 

Where did he know that from? The internet? 


“Don’t we have all the equipment here? We have stills and stuff that didn’t 
fit in the chemistry storage room.” 

“Right. And they sell glycerin by the liter in drugstores for skincare prod- 
ucts. You don’t even need an ID. Apparently it’s quite common for women to 
create their own makeup.” 

“Sugino Twooo!” 

“Tf that’s all you need, I don’t mind. The problem is how to use it. Do you 
want to throw it at someone’s house?” 

“They’d have to do some real fucked up shit to get us to kill them like that.” 

“How about corrupt politicians? That would get us goin’, I bet,” Kawasaki 
suggested. 

“Mail and deliveries are overdone anyway. Let’s go back to the source. If 
we wanna go the terrorist route, Molotovs are a must!” 

Toujou got all fired up while Koga landed his nth pachinko ball on the card- 
board. 


Koga Takaya, 16 years old. Born on the fourth of November. Current main 
residence: the apartment he lives alone in. Graduated from Youka Private 
Middle School. Was enrolled at Youka High School before transferring here. 
Probably an automatic transition from the middle to high section. 

Youka ranked among the best prestigious schools in Tokyo. This was all 
written on his enrollment form. Changing schools around the end of the first 
semester is odd enough to rouse curiosity. 

However, I had very limited means to obtain information that went fur- 
ther than what the documents had. 

“Kojima-sensei, can I have some of your time?” 

I knocked on the infirmary door. She occupied the room instead of the 
school nurse at this hour on Thursdays. I opened the door; luckily, there were 


no male students who’d skipped classes to freeload here. 


Kojima was seated on a chair, her legs crossed, and was writing something 
on a clipboard. She raised her head upon seeing me enter and put up an ami- 
cable smile. 

“Yuri-sensei? Are you here for counseling?” 

“No, it’s not for me, there’s a student I’m concerned about.” 

“Let’s hear it.” 

I sat on the sofa as Kojima poured something in a paper cup from a teapot. 

“Do you drink herbal tea?” 

“With pleasure.” 

Kojima used a handkerchief with floral patterns to bring the cup to me, 
probably to alleviate the heat. Her long fingers and fake nails were beautiful, 
but also gave the impression she didn’t do a lot of chores. I had nail polish 
myself, but the gem stones and that length must make it difficult to wash 
dishes or do the laundry. Or maybe she applied it every day, in which case I 
would need to tip my hat to her. 

The herbal tea in question was quite pleasant...but showed her lack of ex- 
perience. Maybe I should’ve abstained from having such thoughts, as an un- 
married woman myself. 

“Erm, the tea is...?” 

“A blend of lavender and lemon balm. It helps the nerves, doesn’t it? 
Would you like some cookies with it?” 

“Uh... Are those homemade?” 

The numerous cookies filling the basket were wrapped individually with 
stars and hearts drawn with icing or silver dragees; they didn’t look industrial. 
Their convivial aura was reminiscent of Christmas. 

“Yes, but not by me. They’re made and sold by a welfare facility for the 
disabled. A bakery in my neighborhood had them on the counter. 

“Huh, maybe I should buy some myself. I’1l try them, then.” 


Thad come to the dry conclusion that snacks were better bought in stores 
than homemade after countless challenges with friends over middle and high 
school, but these ones were far more crispy than I had imagined. 

“Mn, they are really good.” 

“Oh, I’m glad. I’ve never actually eaten any myself.” 

My hand holding the cookie suddenly froze in place. 

«Are you allergic or something?” 

“No, I bought those on impulse and just never felt like opening them. You 
can take some with you if you like them, I have three entire bags.” 

“Sorry, I’m on a diet, I’ll stop at two cookies.” 

“But you’re already thin enough, Yuri-sensei.” 

...1 shouldn’t have said that. Kojima was the same age as I, if my memory 
served right, but I couldn’t understand the psychology behind buying some- 
thing she wouldn’t eat herself. An ecstatic boy might have taken all three bags 
off her shoulders, but unfortunately I seemed to be of the same ilk as Sugino 
Two: a despicable woman unable to believe in other women’s goodwill. I was 
slightly shocked at myself, actually. 

Kojima didn’t seem that preoccupied with dieting; she poured a generous 
dose of honey in her herbal tea. 

“So, who is the student in question?” 

“Ah right, um, Koga-kun from 2-2.” 

“Koga-kun? Not Sugino Sarasa-san?” 

“She’s problematic as well, of course, but Koga-kun...how to put it, the 
fact he doesn’t stand out at all adds to it.” 

I handed her the documents regarding him. Parents absent, living alone. 
Fairly good grades. Three or four close friends. Passable attitude at school. 

“Oh, a student living alone? ...And ‘father-in-law’ in the legal guardian 
column. Does he not have any blood-related relatives?” 

“That’s also a point of worry, but what concerns me is more...like, that 


he’s becoming engrossed in mystery novels and all that.” 


“Tf every person who enjoyed those books was abnormal, wouldn’t mys- 
tery writers and porno writers be even worse?” 

“No, I mean...well, he sometimes talks about how he wants to do these 
things for real, and it’s not entirely clear whether he’s joking or not.” 

I couldn’t bring myself to talk about his pet phrases, like ‘This country 
needs more death’ or ‘Teach me how to kill people.’ I could already see the 
rest of the Perfect Crime Club coming to purge me if my words actually lead 
to Koga being hospitalized by force. 

‘What would you say to a student asking why murder is wrong, Kojima- 
sensei?” 

“Why murder is wrong?” 

A frequent but crucial question. Kojima put a hand to her jaw and thought 
for a bit. 

“Let’s imagine a world where you can kill anyone you want. In that kind 
of world, you would probably need to cross a 500-meter-long minefield just 
to buy a sandwich at the school store. Nobody would give you a hand. If you 
want to make that world a reality, go ahead.” She followed that unsettling 
claim with a faint laugh. “Well, that might actually motivate some students. 
The standard answer would be something like ‘Don’t do to others what you 
don’t want to be done to you.’” 

“Isn’t that also dangerous? Bullied students sometimes devalue their own 
self, and I could see that actually giving them a push.” 

“Ts Koga-kun being bullied?” 

“He doesn’t seem to be, at least...” 

I couldn’t picture Koga searching for his stolen slippers or trying to erase 
messages badmouthing him on hidden school boards. Someone paying the 
slightest attention to exterior evaluation wouldn’t be spending all their free 
time playing games with a stoic face. Also, I had an easy time imagining him 
giving sleeping drugs to his bully, kidnapping them, and shooting them all 
night long with a slingshot. 


In the first place, if someone was bullying him, he would probably try to 
come up with ways to kill that person. Someone with a deep hatred against a 
specific individual would never say something like ‘tell me who to kill.’ 

“But you know, since his family situation seems delicate.” 

“Divorces aren’t anything uncommon these days.” 

“But an adoption? Also...he was in another private school before coming 
here. I’m pretty sure their tuition fee is higher than ours... 1 wonder what 
made him move. Not his father being relocated, otherwise he wouldn’t be liv- 
ing alone, but other than that...” 

“Guessing won’t get us anywhere, how about I discuss it directly with 
him? Well, most teens are reluctant to the idea of talking with a counselor. He 
might not even show up,” Kojima said with a strained smile. 

I brooded it over. I felt like Koga might reply something like ‘Don’t analyze 
me.’ 

However, to my surprise — 

A few days later, she reported to me on the phone: 

“Koga-kun came to the counseling session. He was cooperative.” 

“Really?” 

“He is a tad odd as you said, but not really in a dangerous way.” 


According to her, this is how it went down: 


Kojima directly visiting his classroom to call him up would have generated 
a ton of rumors. That’s why she had Sugino Two, who was being counseled 
on a regular basis, relay the message. Koga showed himself surprisingly obe- 
dient and came to the infirmary. 

Kojima offered him the same herbal tea and cookies. Koga only took one 
bite/sip of each. 


“T thought you would ignore my invitation.” 


“T’m kinda interested in this stuff. And Sugino Two said it was free. Are we 
gonna do that sandplay thing, the Rorschach test, or the Turing test?” 

“That’s old and not my job, but you sure know a lot. You’re interested in 
psychology?” 

“So we’re not? ...And here I thought I really wasn’t normal.” 

“T can’t tell if you are without talking some more, but why ‘really’ ?” 

“JT just don’t really know what’s normal. Have you ever seen someone 
that’s not normal?” 

“Of course. That’s what my job is about. But if I see someone with self- 
harm tendencies, eating disorders, drug addictions, or anything life-threat- 
ening, I just redirect them to the hospital. I’m not a doctor, after all.” 

“Why are you here, then?” 

“Helping students with their problems in love, for example. Also, there 
needs to be a place for kids to talk about their parents fighting and such, and 
that’s not the hospital. The medical field is already short-staffed as is. They 
mainly handle cases that drugs can improve. Anything other than that is my 
job. Some people get better just by having someone listen to their problems 
and empathize. Also, making someone forget about a hopeless one-sided 
love through drugs isn’t really smart.” 

“Sugino Two needs to be sent to the—I guess she already went, huh.” 

“Honestly, her case wasn’t bad enough to warrant going to the hospital; 
her parents were just very worried.” 

“She’s not ill?” 

“No, she’s totally normal. You don’t call that an illness.” 

“Normal...” 

“T mean, she somewhat was in a state of shock, but anyone would be after 
losing a family member like that. Of course she would come off as strange to 
an outsider. She makes herself a bento every day, comes to school, and has the 


same grades as before, so she’s actually doing well. A bit too well, maybe?” 


“So that’s normal for her? Getting weird after someone in your family dies 
is normal, huh. What about the other way? Is someone who doesn’t change 
despite their family dying normal?” 

“T couldn’t tell you, it really depends on the person. Some people are stoic 
by nature, and some take a while to realize they were actually sad.” 

“You sound like you’re making excuses for yourself.” 

“Excuses? How so?” 

“Just tell me if I’m normal or not. You really aren’t gonna test me? You 
called me here, at least try to look into it.” 

“You’re normal, I assure you. People who get sent to the hospital can’t 
talk like you do.” 

“Is the real deal that different?” 

“You’ve never seen one? Just being able to hold a conversation with me 
proves you’re completely normal. May I see your eyes?” 

Kojima stood up from the sofa, held Koga by his cheeks, and peered into 
his eyelids. 

“Okay, that’s all. I could see your capillary vessels behind your eyelids. 
You’re not a smoker and you sleep well at night.” 

“You can tell from just that?” 

“Yes, you can tell most things by looking at someone’s eyes. ...Still, you’re 
a fairly rare case.” 

“Why?” 

‘When I get closer to boys your age and touch them like I did, their pupils 
usually move. This isn’t a voluntary muscle so you can’t even train against it. 
Me being your type or not doesn’t matter a lot either.” 

“Are you calling me gay just because I didn’t react?” 

“Your pupils moved just now. Gayphobia? Or are you just scared of being 
a minority?” 


«.You’ve seen a ton of weirdos, right?” 


“T wouldn’t really call being gay weird, though. Do you have something 
you want to talk about?” 

“Have you met a murderer?” 

Kojima moved back hearing Koga’s nonchalant words. But not because 
this sudden question had startled her. She leaned against the back of the sofa 
and crossed her legs. 

“T haven’t. Dangerous people like that go straight to the police, I don’t get 
to see them.” 

“T see. If you ever did, you think you could tell?” 

“Tf I could, I would be working in a profiling team for the police.” 

“Good point. Your pupil moved, you know?” 

“Are you interested in murders? You’re in the mystery novel club, right? I 
like those too, like Massacre Unto Death.” 

“For real? That one made no sense to me.” 

“T would have loved to be your advisor if only I had a teaching license.” 

“No shot. Sugino Two wouldn’t accept it. I think she likes Yurippe.” 

“Oh really? They don’t look on friendly terms to me, at least.” 

“T don’t really get that stuff. So you’re not gonna tell me what I am either? 
What’s ‘normal’?” 

It happened right when Kojima was about to reply. 

Someone knocked on the door and opened it before getting an answer. 

“Oh, I’m sorry.” 

They tried to close the door in a hurry, but Kojima stopped them: “Wait. 
It’s okay.” 

She stood up and walked up to the door. Ozaki Nana averted her gaze 
slightly. 

“’..Isn’t he from the same club as Sugino-san? Why is he here?” 

“He said he wanted to be counseled.” 

“You didn’t tell me about this.” 


“Tt’s alright, he won’t bite you-” 


In an attempt to stop Ozaki from leaving, she grabbed her hand—and 
something fell on the floor. 

Koga stood up and picked it up. It looked like a red plastic stick until he 
moved his fingers and a silver blade came out. 

“The heck’s that?” 

“Give it back!” 

Ozaki rushed inside the infirmary and stole the knife from Koga’s hand. 

“What are you gonna do with that? Make yourself apple juice?” 

“Leave me alone. Aren’t you a second-year? Watch your tone.” 

“T’d be more courteous than you can fathom if you actually deserved my 
respect. You’re the current girlfriend of Sugino One’s ex, right? Make it sim- 
pler, geez.” 

‘“W-what does that have to do with you?” 

“Mari-chan, her pupils just moved. Man, this is fun.” 

“What are you trying to say!?” 

“Don’t you wanna kill Sugino Two?” 

Ozaki’s ears instantly reddened and her lips started shaking. 

“..Yeah, got a problem!?” As a result, her voice cracked. “Outa-kun 
stopped eating because of her and keeps getting thinner and thinner!” 

“Heh, she fought back. Are you also the one who ordered Fukuda?” 

“Ordered what! ? Are you on her side! ? How stupid can you be, she’s defi- 
nitely playing with you! She’ll throw you away!” 

“T don’t care about her, dumbass.” 

As things started to get messy, Kojima interposed herself between the two. 

“T’m sorry, Koga-kun, let’s continue another time. I need to have a talk 
with Ozaki-san.” 

“Sure,” Koga shrugged, kicked the door open, and left the infirmary. 


“Good luck teaching her the meaning of ‘insignificant.’” 


Actually, most of this was based on things Koga had told me. Kojima was 
a professional; I had asked for this counseling to happen, but that didn’t 
mean she would tell me what they talked about. 

“Plus 20 points for Ozaki Nana!” 

As per usual, Satake was typing something on his computer. 

“T didn’t think Ozaki Nana was that on edge,” Sugino Two shrugged her 
shoulders. 

“Sugino Two, think of a way to deal with knives,” Toujou told her. “Don’t 
show her your back.” 

“T can watch my back, but how do you defend against it? I can’t wrap mag- 
azines around my waist with a sailor uniform. I could carry an iron plate in 
my bag I guess?” 

“Like in old-school sukeban manga. Take some razor cranes too.”” 

“T can’t even imagine how you would make those.” 

“Wait, wasn’t One-senpai strangled? Why’s Ozaki-senpai walkin’ around 
with a knife then?” 

“Would have been hella weird if she dropped fishing lines or piano strings 
from her pocket. Who does she think she is, Boogiepop?” 

“Tt’s also weird she would just walk around with a weapon.” 

“Good job noticing,” Satake put a pen behind his ear like an old man and 
spun his chair around. “If she wanted to harm Sugino Two with that knife, 
her best shot would be in the morning. Why would she take it to an afternoon 
counseling session?” 

“Didn’t she just figure Sugino Two was inside being counseled?” Toujou 
suggested. 

“T always go on Thursdays. Today is Friday. I doubt someone planning an 


ambush would be this dumb.” 


21In reference to Kazama Yuka from the manga Sukeban Detective who fights by throwing 
metal cranes at her enemies. 


“Was my intel useful?” Koga muttered absent-mindedly, still playing 
games as usual. 

“Pretty fascinating, I would say. Especially concerning Kojima-sensei. 
Her narrative is completely different from what she usually says to me.” 

“Also I forgot to ask, you like psychopathology and all that crap, Koga?” 

“Dunno if I like it, but I’m interested.” 

“That’s why I’ve prepared this for our dear Koga-kun!” 

As per usual, Satake picked a few books out of the shelf and forced them 
onto Koga. Today’s reading homework was The Dream of Kyoukotsu”? and The 
Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat—I had read the latter. It was a classic in 
cognitive science. Koga calmly stuffed them in his sling bag. ...Had he really 
read all the books from last time? 

“Speaking of, how real are the psychological tests you see on TV?” 

Sugino let out a silent laugh. 

“Don’t take those seriously. The way these types of shows work is by 
scooping only the surface layer of science, then mixing additive-ridden juices 
with some alcohol. If you want to learn actual psychology you would be better 
off even just listening to rakugo. It will teach you structures that fool the au- 
dience and also make you realize that the people from the Edo Era were hu- 
mans just like us.” 

“According to our profiling, the culprit is either a man or a woman aged 
20 to 70! They are angry at society for treating them unjustly!” 

Takumi made a serious frown at Toujou’s joke and made an objection. 

“Hey, Criminal Minds is great! Don’t disparage it just because some awful 
Japanese writers plagiarized it and couldn’t even be damned to make some- 


thing good!” 


22 The third volume in Kyougoku Natsuhiko’s Hyakki Yagyou series, following The Summer of 
Ubume and The Box of Mouryou. 


“You sure you aren’t just soft on America because in your head it’s some 
kind of magical fairytale land? Same deal with The X-Files and CSI: Miami.” 

“Even then I still have my veto on Bones! What the hell is that woman 
hoping to do by barging on crime scenes?” 

The topic eventually shifted to planning their groupwatch of the Jeremy 
Brett-starring The Adventure of Sherlock Holmes DVD box set until someone 
starts bleeding from their ears. 

In the end, the counseling didn’t manage to reveal Koga’s identity. Only 
one thing had come to light: 


‘Koga Takaya is eager to analyze himself.’ 


The faculty room naturally became less occupied as time went on, and by 
eight I found myself alone with Fujita. It was an ideal night to have an affair, 
but I was busy. 

“Isn’t it pretty rare for students in Tokyo to transfer here?” 

“Living alone, too,” Fujita moved his arm over from the neighboring desk 
and pointed at a document. ‘He is living alone far away from his parents, 
please watch over him.’ The legal guardian of a student living alone was re- 
quired to write that. 

His name was ‘Koga Kazunari.’ The same one that figured on the enrolling 
form. 

“The problem is the ‘father-in-law’ title...” 

“Just don’t forget, even these brats deserve some privacy.” 

They’d lost their right to that the moment they started blabbering about 
perfect crimes and whatnot. Also, they had pictures of our affair themselves. 

“What could have made it so unbearable to stay in Youka?” 

“Bullying, you’d imagine. If you really want something else, something 
like knocking up a woman?” 


“Stop projecting.” 


Without going as far as throwing gay allegations, that sounded unlikely 
from that whole episode with his pupils not moving when Kojima drew close. 
If anything, it made me wonder why he hadn’t shied away from talking about 
that part. I didn’t get what he was gaining by saying ‘actually I might be gay’ 
to fellow male students. 

Which part of society did he hate to the point of wanting to become a mur- 
derer? 

The father-in-law’s contact info was a mobile number. I picked up the re- 
ceiver and pressed the buttons. Fujita objected to it but I didn’t care. 

“Are you really doing it?” 

“T mean, aren’t you curious? I hate that I’m always losing to these kids.” 

“Losing at what?” 

Luckily, the call made it through before I had to come up with a random 
lie, since I now had to face that man’s voice. 

“Good evening, my name is Yuri Chihaya, I am the sub-teacher-in- 
charge of Daiba High School’s 2-2 class.” 

Someone with a normal job would have finished work by now, but I could 
hear voices in the background. 

“Daiba High School?” 

“Yes, regarding Takaya-kun.” 

“Oh, him.” 

‘Him’ —a cold appellation considering this was technically his son. 

“He is still in his second year, but we are holding parent-teacher meetings. 
We have sent you the notice.” 

“T will check right away.” 

The sound switched to hold music. The melody was from Beautiful 
Dreamer. The man returned two minutes later. 

“T haven’t received anything, I’m afraid.” 

“Do you have a fax? I can send it directly to you if you tell me your number.” 


“Very well, please do so.” 


He told me his number, not suspicious of anything. Teachers sure have it 
easy. 

“Also, regarding Takaya-kun’s behavior...” 

“Ts he causing problems?” 

“No, he is a great student. His grades are fairly good and he is always se- 
rious in classes.” 

He actually was a diligent student— except during club activities when he 
would utter statements like “I’m bored, can anyone tell me someone I can 
kill?” And he hadn’t killed anyone yet. I sugarcoated reality as best as I could. 

“Tt’s just that he sometimes appears lonesome, and that might be because 
he isn’t with his family. And he can be overly reliant on teachers and friends...” 

“Lonesome, is it? Well, all we can do is let him be. Time should make it 
easier on him.” 

What kind of situation was it for that to be all he could do? One where time 
was the only thing that could hope to help him... I felt like we were each trying 
to feel where the other stood. The man spoke nonchalantly, in a way remi- 
niscent of Koga. 

‘“We’re not really in a position to take care of him, I’m trusting you to do 
that.” 

“Tt can be very important for children his age to have his family-” 

“Sadly we’re no longer at the point where that’s feasible. Does he have 
friends?” 

“He gets along well with the members from his club.” 

“That’s great to hear, I’m glad. What club is it?” 

“The Per... The mystery novel club.” 

Hearing that, the man sounded perplexed as well. 

“Mystery novels... That’s bad.” 

“As in, dangerous?” 

“Oh, sorry... I just meant it’s not a nice hobby. Mysteries, and generally 


stories about murders.” 


“Tt’s an intellectual game, if we are to listen to the people in question.” 

“.Well, it might be a good time to let him do as he wants.” 

In other words, he wasn’t in a position to be telling him “If you have time 
to be dreaming about perfect crimes, use it to study” either. This call was very 
informative. I put the receiver down and looked at the note on which I’d writ- 
ten his fax number. 

“03, that’s in Tokyo.” 

“Was that alright? We’re not holding meetings at all. What are you plan- 
ning on sending him?” 

“He must have forgotten by now. Probably a relative who got that child 
forced onto him. He seemed kind of cold.” 

“Sounds like he was against him being in that club?” 

“Yes. I just can’t tell if he personally hates mystery novels or if Koga-kun 
has some bad memories related to them.” 

I picked the receiver back up. This time, I composed Youka High School’s 
number. I wasn’t sure anyone would answer, but conveniently, awoman ap- 
pointed as the head teacher for second years picked up. 

“Good evening, my name is Yuri Chihaya, I am the sub-teacher-in- 
charge of Daiba High School’s 2-2 class.” 

“Daiba High School?” 

“T wanted to enquire about the student Koga Takaya-kun who transferred 
here from your school. Could you tell me how you were dealing with his al- 
lergies at your school?” 

Icame up with another random topic, but my interlocutor wasn’t respon- 
sive this time. 

“Koga Takaya? Who is that?” 

“Koga-kun, the student who transferred from your school in July. His 
name is written with the character for old, as in ancient, and the character for 


celebration from happy new year. Takaya is the eagle character from-” 


“That student isn’t from here,” she shut me down before I could finish 
explaining his name. 

“..But the transfer form has your school’s name...” 

“Then it shouldn’t. We’ve never had a student named Koga at our school.” 

How could she assert this instantly without even checking the registers? 

“Tf that’s all you wanted, I’ll be excusing myself.” 

Duration of the call: a mere 38 seconds. I was listening to the beeps sig- 
naling the end of the call in a daze. Noticing I wasn’t opening my eyes, Fujita 
leaned in and asked, 

“How was it?” 

“His past records have already been erased. This ends the report from the 
Marduk Institute...?3” 

“The what?” 

“T’ve always wanted to say that. Anyway, he really is Ayanami Rei. What’s 
going on with him? Did he actually come out of the clone cultivation tank 
right before enrolling here?” 

I retold Fujita the head teacher’s reaction, which made him furrow his 
eyebrows. 

“But we’ve got their principal’s stamp on the document.” 

He spun around on his chair and pointed at the linking whiteboard. The 
date two two weeks from now had ‘BB Club Exhibition Match vs. Youka Acad- 
emy.’ BB Club was short for Basketball Club. 

“Or you could head there and check for yourself.” 

“There’s no need to tell lies that’ll be found out immediately. What mat- 
ters here is who is lying to us.” 


“Koga’s father-in-law fabricated the documents.” 


23 Not an exact quote but referencing a line from episode 24 of the 1996 anime Neon Genesis 
Evangelion. 


“What kind of underground organization do you see him in? We aren’t in 
a manga.” 

“Looking at him, there’s nothing he can’t do, I bet. He’s the secretary for 
a politician,” Fujita handed me Koga Kazunari’s business card that was 
clipped together with the copy of his driving license. Being a private school, 
we were thorough in checking the parents’ identities and professions. We 
were already not doing great financially due the declining birth rate; having 
parents shirk paying the fees would put us out of business. 

He belonged to the Tachibana Seiju Congressional Office. 

“A secretary’s adoptive son... Could he be a politician’s illegitimate child?” 

“Either way, it doesn’t matter to the school. We’1l teach love children and 
illegitimate children and whatever gets thrown at us as long as they pay the 
fees. We’re past the era where we should be making a fuss about a parent be- 
ing single.” 

And also, we weren’t in a position to be criticizing anyone for having an 
illegitimate child. 

“If we had his business card, then I didn’t need to phone him myself to 
get his fax number, did I?” 

“That’s why I told you not to bother.” 

So that’s what he meant... Perfect Crimes weren’t always a piece of cake, 
it seemed. 

“Even if he’s a secret child, in theory he could have stayed at Youka. Did 
rumors start spreading?” 

“You think someone is dumb enough to bully a politician’s illegitimate 
child? Kids are perceptive on that front. They might have been extorting 
money from him, though.” 

“Wouldn’t an illegitimate child normally be under the mother’s care?” 

“She must’ve died so the kid got handed to the secretary.” 

“That sounds possible. But what is Youka trying to hide about his past?” 


“That he was a bully, maybe? You’d usually wanna keep that under the rug.” 


“He was the bully... That’s a possibility too, I guess.” 

I was very mildly convinced. 

As I was deep into thought, seated on my chair, Fujita wrapped his arms 
around me from behind. A comforting weight and the smell of Mild Seven.*4 

“When did you become so passionate about education? Didn’t you become 
a teacher because you couldn’t find another job?” 

“Can you even call this education... If anything, I’m only trying to protect 
myself.” 

“From Koga? Is he in love with you?” 

“Definitely not.” 

“Then let me stay over at your place once in a while. I wanna watch the 
rest of CSI: Miami.” 

“Why don’t you just subscribe to Wowow?” It’s your home, you can.” 

“Tt’s not my house anymore,” he delivered in an unusual, cranky tone. I 
could feel his breath on my ear. He then changed his tone for the whole and 
said in a bright demeanor, “I’m getting divorced next month, mind housing 
me for a while?” 

“Are you being serious?” 

“There’s no point in me returning there, it’s like living in a prison. My 
wife fucking threw my boxers and socks away instead of washing them.” 

“Wow, what a prejudice-ridden household you have there.” 

““She’s just setting the stage so I’m the one leaving. It’s a domestic down- 
sizing.” He rubbed his cheeks against me. His unshaved bear was prickly. 
“Hey, let’s have a kid.” 

“Huh? Are you stupid?” 


“You’re the only one I have left.” 


24 A Japanese brand of cigarettes which got renamed to Mevius in late 2012. 


25 A Japanese satellite TV station. While most of the programming is composed of movies and 
sometimes anime, they also broadcast dubbed American shows. 


“Don’t be so spoiled.” 

“Why did you abort my kid?” 

.... couldn’t find the words. 

Fujita seemed to have misunderstood my silence. 

“You didn’t want to give birth to my child?” he laughed in self-derision. 
“..It’s not for that. It’s because it’s my child.” 

I honestly wasn’t sure if I still liked him. 

Even so, I was touching his arms. 


I was just as spoiled as him. 


Mission 6: Info Leak!? The Perfect Crime Club’s 
Biggest Crisis! 
~High Schoolers, I Ask You, What Is Absolute Evil~ 


“T couldn’t stand Sugino even when she was still Sakura.” 

Fujita was muttering complaints, his face buried in a pillow. He seemed to 
be getting the two sisters confused an awful lot for being the one who'd for- 
bidden me from using the nickname ‘Sugino Two.’ 

“She would go on all arrogantly about how our relationship was bad and 
such...” 

“Sugino-san’s sister knew about us?” 

“Dunno where she got it from but she seemed to know everything.” 

... Satake had probably looked it up for her. They could kidnap and confine 
three whole adults, investigating an affair was child’s play. 

“My son had his sports festival last week. He told me not to go because I’d 
make it lamer.” 

“That’s how kids act, yeah.” 

“You’re all I have left, Chiha,” I wasn’t used to hearing him so deflated. 

I wanted to sigh. 

“T don’t think love by process of elimination is love.” 

“What is it? You don’t love me now? I mean I’d get why.” 

“T know it’s not love, at least. And if I had to go further, I don’t want to 
marry you either.” I touched his back. It was warm and a bit sweaty. “I guess 
that makes me a ghost latching onto you.” 

“Creepy aSs woman.” 


Fujita brought me closer to him along with a cynical laugh. 


When I showed up to the clubroom the next day, for some reason, every- 
one had a grin on their face. Sugino Two was silently reading and Koga ab- 
sorbed in his console like always, but the aimless and unoccupied other three 
rolled their swivel chairs up to me. 

“Yurippe, seems like you got back with Fujita?” 

“.How do you know that, may I ask?” 

“Just testing our new wiretaps.” 

“T have no idea how to interact with you guys...” 

“Thanks for the show!” 

That was a punishable crime by all means. So why had I stopped caring 
entirely? I shouldn’t be permitting it as a teacher—and even as a person— 
and yet I didn’t even feel ashamed. Toujou was very smooth about it, 

“T mean, there’s no point in learning about Satake or Takumi’s private life. 
Koga, well we’ve got the gist of it recently, and setting something in Sugino 
Two’s house would probably backfire in a way mortals could never under- 
stand.” 

“Yeah, I bet Two-senpai knows how to return curses to the sender.” 

“Even knowing that Ushi no Koku Mairi is all about placebo effect, that 
shit’s still scary as hell.?°” 

“You sure she can’t actually throw shikigami?” 

“How did you get a wiretap in my house?” 

“Easy, you just glue handouts to your homework notebook, gouge out the 
thick section, and put it in there. No need for Takumi, I did it by myself.” 

...Which meant they had been listening in on me since the day before yes- 


terday, when I brought those notebooks home. And also that they hadn’t 


26 Also called Ushi no Toki Mairi, it’s a cursing method that consists of dressing in white, going 
to a shrine at two o’clock in the morning, and driving a nail through a straw doll that repre- 
sents someone on a tree; and repeating that whole process for seven days straight without 
being seen in the act, at the end of which the victim would die. 


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ushi_no_toki_mairi 


heard last night’s conversation in the faculty room. I now had to be more 
careful when bringing work home in the future. But why did a mere high 
school teacher like me have to worry about that... 

Deep in thought, I almost missed Satake’s next statement. 

“Turns out Fujita had a motive to kill Sugino One, huh.” 

“Huhe” 

Oh, that thing about how he ‘couldn’t stand’ her. 

“But, like Yurippe already said, it would kinda suck for Sugino One if she 
got killed over something all of us now know, don’t ya think?” Toujou argued. 

“Thinking back on it, sure.” 

“And it doesn’t even seem like Sugino One was dating Fujita either.” 

“You guys, listen... Fujita- sensei really isn’t the kind of person you think.” 

“Huh? What he got that’s so amazing? Is it spiky? Is it the angle?” 

“Tellin’ you, my bet’s on him having a pearl.” 

“Maybe he learned from Katou Taka.” 

“Dumb high schoolers, I swear...” 

Apparently it was true that boys run on lust. I didn’t want to ask what they 
would use the wiretapped data for. Then, Satake raised his hand. 

“Yurippe, you should be careful. There was some noise in the recorded au- 
dio. Someone else is tapping your apartment.” 

‘What should I even be careful of in this situation?” 

“T don’t know, Fujita? Maybe his wife put something in his bag to get ev- 
idence of the affair.” 

“That’s not happening,” I shot down the idea. “No need for proof, it’s 
clear as day she’s going to get all the divorce’s consolation money, the child- 
support money, and the parental rights from him.” 

“Whew, so confident. That’s scary.” 

How? 

“Won’t you have to pay some consolation money too, Yurippe?” 


“T might if we get married.” 


“You won’t?” 

“T deserve time to think about it, at least. You don’t get married just based 
on preferences.” 

“Adult stuff~.” 

Exactly. And you guys are just children. 

You might be smarter than us, but you are oblivious to reality. You don’t even 
know the meaning behind life and death. 

I looked over to Koga. He was reading a manga, looking as bored as ever. 

What about you? 

Have you ever regretted being born? 

‘What are you reading? More material on how to kill?” 

“No, some Boys’ Love I borrowed from Two,” he nonchalantly answered 
my question, surprising me in yet another way. ...Boys’ Love? I looked at the 
cover out of curiosity, but didn’t find a sparkling pretty boy drawn in a style 
adored by young girls. Instead, there was a man riding a horse with a dark 
silhouette looking over him in the background, overall drawn in a pale, pic- 
ture-book style. 

“.You like that stuff?” 

“Can’t tell without trying. Two, this isn’t erotic at all.” 

“T don’t have many myself. BL books all generally follow the same lines; 
it’s boring. How far have you read?” 

“The handsome duke who was deceived by women and abused by his fa- 
ther made himself a harem full of pretty boys, and a woman dressed like a guy 
infiltrated it. Right now there’s a fuss about the duke throwing a jewel ina 
random field.” 

“Isn’t that part great? I love it.” 

What the hell is that story? It’s no longer BL if there’s a woman, is it? But no, 
I’m not asking for an actual explanation—as I was about to say that, 

““Truth is, I yearn to lose my fortune, 


““To starve, to thirst, to wander in a cold wind. 


‘““Only then, someone might take notice, 
‘“Of my misery...’” 

Were those lines Sugino Two had recited really from a manga? Koga 
sighed, closed the book, then muttered, 

“Don’t be so fucking spoiled.” 

His tone didn’t feel condescending. 

Right when I wanted to speak up, Toujou grabbed my shoulder from be- 
hind. 

“Hey Yurippe, if you let me in your house I can find that wiretap for ya. All 
you need is a transceiver.” 

He asked for the moon so casually. I didn’t hesitate a second and shook his 
hand away. 

“..1 don’t really want you to look for it.” 

“T want to.” 

“Yes, that’s why I’m against it. Won’t you just plant a new wiretap your- 
self?” 

“Nah, never. You’ve provided us so much already, consider this a way to 
repay you. We won’t open a single drawer, promise. Just take a look at this,” 
he opened his dark-green backpack that was as big as a hiker’s rucksack, and 
tooka silver box out of it. The foldable antenna made it look like a radio. “Only 
takes you a second with this thing. C’mon, let’s try it.” 

“.Did you also borrow this from one of your brother’s friends?” 

“Nah, I paid for it myself. For the cheap price of just 9,800 yen!” 

“What did you buy it for, exactly?” 

“Tn the case of something like this happening’!” 

What did you even imagine happening, I wanted to reply, but at this point it 
would be in vain. Toujou unfolded the wiretap detector’s antenna, powered it 
on, and waved it up and down like someone trying to get a signal on their 
phone. 

«.Mn?” 


It made a high-pitched beep as a red LED flickered on and off. 

Toujou’s expression got grim. 

“Satake. This room is wiretapped too...” 

“HUH!?” 

For once, the stoic Sugino Two and Koga pair raised their faces at the turn 
of events. 

A triumphant look on his face, Satake put up a finger. 

“For starters, no need to panic. Wiretapped audio cannot be used as proof 
in a tribunal, so there shouldn’t be any dangers of our activities being re- 
ported.” 

Toujou screamed in objection. 

“Don’t take the fuzz lightly! They’ll use whatever they can! No pity for 
kids!” 

“Again, why are you worrying about the cops, Toujou-senpai? I’ve noth- 
ing to do with this, I’m just the tech guy who’s been reluctantly forced by his 
seniors.” 

“Are you gonna betray us, Takumi!? Weren’t you the most on board!?” 

“The only applicable charge for us would be assembling weapons, I guess? 
Or maybe attempted murder?” Sugino hypothesized. 

“Right, we’ll need to get that info out of them first!” 

On the table was the board they’d found inside the six-socket switch-con- 
trolled power strip. It was clearly not needed for the strip to work. It even had 
a mic-ish holey bump. 

Stealing electricity from a socket to work endlessly was the standard mo- 
dus operandi of wiretaps. The one Toujou had used on me was shaped like a 
pen to not appear like one, but its battery didn’t last long. 

“But how long has this been here for?” 

“Unlike the chemistry storage room, there’s no dangerous substance here, 
and if you tried to resell the old PCs you’d be told to pay to have them recycled 


instead. There’s nothing precious here. Anyone can borrow the key by just 


saying they forgot something in here or are on cleaning duty. I wouldn’t be 
surprised if this was set up one or two years ago,” Sugino opined. 

Hearing that, they flipped the wiretap and checked the serial number. Ac- 
cording to a search on the net, this was a new model that came out roughly 
six months ago. 

“Okay, so it would be right before Sugino One’s death at the earliest,” Sa- 
take deduced. 

“But is this just Sugino One’s murderer collecting info or them being wary 
of us?” Toujou questioned. 

“Could there be wiretaps all over the school? To monitor us and all.” 

“Yurippe would’ve been fired ages ago for her affair then. Same for us, 
they’d have called the police on our asses already. ...Wait, why didn’t they, 
actually?” 

“Fingerprints! Let’s collect them!” 

Was that all Satake had to say? Even Toujou was exasperated. 

“And what are you gonna compare them with, genius?” 

“That’s why we’re gonna look for the wiretap in Yurippe’s place! If we find 
the same fingerprints, we’ll know it’s the same person behind them!” 

“Oh, makes sense.” 

“Yurippe, do you have Fujita’s fingerprints sampled?!” 

They paced through the steps without care. However, I was a woman living 
alone and my building was equipped with an autolock system. 

“It’s on a different level than this storage room’s non-existent security, 
how was the wiretap set up in the first place?” 

“The most convincing lead is that Fujita did it, but autolocks aren’t all that 
useful actually. Just dress up as a pizza delivery guy or a mailman and wait for 
someone to open the automatic door to enter with them. Just like Johan’s un- 


derlings.?”” 


27 Johan Liebert, the main antagonist from Urasawa’s manga Monster. 


Satake-sensei’s quick wits never failed to impress me. 

“Also, there are ways to set up a wiretap without entering the apartment 
yourself. That’s what Toujou used.” 

“By hiding it in a notebook?” 

“Then it would quickly run out of battery. It has to be plugged.” 

“But howe” 

Anywhom, though reluctant, I ended up inviting the boy detectives club to 
my domicile. After all, were their crimes to be exposed, I was also fated to be 
charged for inept supervising. I couldn’t oppose them in this three-legged 
race. 

Toujou alone would actually have sufficed, but a female teacher better not 
be seen inviting a high schooler to her apartment, else she wants to become 
an object of public humiliation. I’d only offered Sugino Two to come with 
him; the rest just gradually forced their ways into coming along. 

There couldn’t be any dubious allegations with a group this large. And this 
was part of their club activities, it wasn’t favoritism. 

The aimless trio got noisy when we arrived near my apartment. 

‘Wow, your home’s so clean, Yurippe! What a change from Koga’s abuse 
building!” 

“T didn’t abuse anyone,” was all he had to say in response. 

Koga’s living conditions were just terrible, this wasn’t a wow-worthy 
property. It only looked good because it was built five years ago and the red 
brick facade was still new. Automatic doors and autolocks at the entrance are 
standard. 

“Yurippe, are you getting money from Fujita? Paid dating fees?” 

“Would you even call it that at her age?” 

“1’m not, and this is the fruit of my hard labor! I wish I was also getting a 
risk bonus for taking care of beasts like you.” 

“Damn. But yeah, seems like teachers don’t get paid their worth. I swear 


that’s the one job Ill never do.” 


Don’t you say that, Satake. 

“Woah, it’s my first time in a girl’s home,” Takumi exclaimed. “Kinda 
gives me the thrills.” 

“Again, this is just to search for the wiretap! Don’t touch anything not 
crucial!” 

“Ts that your tsundere act, Yurippe?” 

“T’m simply pissed off!” 

This is how, for the first time, men that weren’t Fujita or the air condi- 
tioner repair man entered my apartment. ...And alas, it wasn’t even for a jovial 
reason. 

“Ohh, that’s a girl’s room for you, it’s so clean!” 

“Tt’s really just normal.” 

“It smells good...” 

Koga’s apartment was the weird one, that was all. The scent came from a 
sprayer loaded with peppermint oil. I found it at a local store in Hokkaido and 
took a liking to it. I wouldn’t so much as pretend to be into aromatherapy, I 
just liked the freshness it brought. 

A plain-wood single bed, a small, beige fan heater— it was still hot for Oc- 
tober but I had it out just in case—a TV, Muji cushions, and flowers on a 
dresser for the slightest bit of decoration. Purple salvia in a pot. I took the 
garbage out frequently and also cooked for myself. 

All of a sudden, Kawasaki checked the insides of a garbage bin. It was a 
yellow, plastic one I’d bought for cheap. I struggled to see how a bin that was 
getting emptied on a regular basis could be related to wiretaps... 

“Huh, what about Fujita’s DNA? Where are his fluids?” 

“Listen...” 

I was so glad I’d taken the raw garbage out. It pays out to sort your trash, 
it turns out. And spreading used up coffee grounds on top to eliminate any 
smells is nearly spontaneous for girls. 


“Do you have any BL manga, Yurippe?” 


“T don’t! D-do what you came here to do!” 

“Aye. Where’s my notebook?” 

I sorted handed-in homework per class and stored them in document 
holders, which themselves were stored in a wicker basket. Toujou picked out 
his notebook from a stack and flipped the cover open—ripped it open, rather. 
That motion was accompanied by the sound of something being torn off and 
followed by a black ball-point pen rolling on the floor. 

“Is that it?” 

It just looked like a standard pen to me. At most, the barrel was quite ro- 
bust and made it seem too luxurious for a high schooler. Toujou gently turned 
the cap. Something clicked inside. 

“You can even use it as a normal pen! The battery only lasts two days, 
though. But you can reuse it by just replacing it. Recycle, always think recycle.” 

What had the world become? Who was making those things, and why ex- 
actly? We lived in James Bond’s world. 

Toujou stored the item in his pocket before taking out the wiretap detector 
and turning it on. It made the same noise as in the clubroom and a red LED 
flickered on and off. Toujou started exploring the apartment with it, so the 
rest of the group, me included, quietly watched him over from the corridor- 
kitchen space. It felt cramped with five of us there. 

Toujou eventually stopped next to the bed. However, not to search for 
traces of my and Fujita’s intercourse. He put on white gloves and picked up 
the alarm clock from the bedside table. 

It was black overall and had ‘Commemorating the Fourth Municipal Mid- 
dle School’s 30 Years Since Foundation’ written in the middle of the face. 

“Takumi!” 

“Right up!” 

All pumped up, Kawasaki equipped white gloves and goggle-shaped 
loupes, then produced a plastic case from the pouch hanging around his waist. 


It was a mini screwdriver set. He set down the clock Toujou had handed him 


on the low table, removed the C battery from it, and swiftly unscrewed the 
back panel. 

“Hoh hohhh! So neatly packed.” 

He immediately proceeded to pull out a tiny mechanism along with its 
cord. Everyone had vacated the corridor and gathered around him. 

“Yurippe,” he asked, “can you tell us where you got that from? You didn’t 
buy it yourself, did you? It doesn’t match the rest of the decoration anyway.” 

“Look at the text, the middle school I graduated from sent it. In July, I 
think? I wasn’t a fan of how it looked, but it was loud and convenient enough.” 

“Gotcha. Y’know, this is from a 100-yen store.” 

«’.A what?” 

I found myself staring at the object. It did appear cheap, but 100 yen for a 
clock...? 

“Tt’s super easy to modify cheap analog clocks, though usually it’s just to 
draw stylish art on the face. Here, someone applied your middle school’s logo 
onto the face and hid a wiretap inside. Looks like they used a vinyl sheet for 
the logo? Nice dexterity, honestly.” 

To think Kawasaki would praise someone’s deftness. The culprit should 
feel proud. 

“The battery is a serial C cell, should keep it working for a while.” 

“But the voucher on the package had the middle school’s name.” 

“You can lie on the sender’s name, nobody’s gonna notice.” 

What a scary world we live in, jeez. 

With the clock taken apart, Toujou’s detector wasn’t picking up any signal 
anymore. 

“So Yurippe herself got the wiretap in, huh,” Toujou summed up. “Ain’t 
that good news? At least nobody trespassed your apartment.” 

‘OGuess we don’t need to look for hidden cameras, then?” Kawasaki 
sought confirmation. “But they went so far as doing manual imprinting on 


this thing... There might be more stuff hidden in the AC for all we know.” 


“Also no need to get Fujita’s fingerprints either. Why apply a logo when 
he could’ve just given it to her as a present? Also he’d get something bigger 
and more expensive, something harder to throw away.” 

“Since they know the middle school I went to, are they old classmates?” 

“Anyone can look that up. Weren’t you a student back when the notion of 
being wary about personal information didn’t exist?” Satake said as he pro- 
duced a fingerprint- retrieval kit. I didn’t want aluminum powder all over my 
apartment so I had him spread newspaper pages first. 

The fingerprints collected in the physics storage room had already been 
turned into an image file via a digital camera. Satake used his laptop to add 
transparency to and red-shift the fingerprints he’d just collected before su- 
perposing the layers. 

It apparently worked out well enough for him to shout in a jovial tone, 

“A perfect match! Knock-off outed!” 

«.What is that software made for?” 

“Overlaying images to look for plagiarism in manga. Like stealing a pose. 
The scummiest bunch will even use tracing paper to copy the whole thing and 
only draw the faces in their style. It’s more common than you’d think.” 

“Do you get paid by the publisher or something when you find those?” 

“Nah, not really. It’s just a hobby.” 

“Do you actually have way too much free time? How about you go study 
instead, third-year?” 

“Let’s agree not to touch on that.” 

There wasn’t anything particularly scary about this, but I hada hard time 
grasping what kids wanted these days. What did the aimless trio even want to 
become? 

“Now, is it a teacher or a student?” Sugino Two said with a smile, making 
shivers run down my spine. 


“A teacher or...a student?” 


“Anyone can use the postal service, but only people from the school can 
set up a wiretap in our clubroom.” 

“Might be a cleaning lady or a random guard, ya know?” Toujou objected. 
“We clean our own classrooms, but nobody’s doing the toilets, right? They 
must be employing people.” 

“Objection!” Satake struck a finger towards Toujou. “A teacher wouldn’t 
let us be after hearing about our Perfect Crime Plan. They wouldn’t even need 
to avow their wiretapping, they could make up stuff about finding something 
fishy in the physics storage room. The good old trick of slipping drugs into a 
traveler’s bag to arrest them at your leisure.” 

How shameless does someone as guilty as these guys have to be to com- 
pare themselves to an innocent traveler? 

“Also, our activities being exposed would also be bad news for Yuri- 
sensei,” Sugino Two added. “They could even demand for her to have an af- 
fair with them too in exchange for their silence.” 

“Alright, so it can’t be the principal, the vice principal, and Shibata, the 
grade-wide head teacher. I guess we’re left with guards, janitors, and stu- 
dents.” 

The suspect list had grown this small in no time. I was at a complete loss. 

“Hrm, students,” Sugino Two pondered. “Half of them are boys. About 
250. Also taking lesbians into account, that would leave us with a weak 300?” 

“Are there that many lesbians in co-eds?” 

“Who knows. I’m not one, I couldn’t tell you. And removing the homo- 
sexual boys would take us back to 250, wouldn’t it?” 

“So what’s the next step?” 

“Their target is Yuri-sensei. Wouldn’t the fastest way be to use her as a 
decoy?” 

Sugino Two shot a glance at me. 


‘What are you thinking...” 


“Exactly what I said. We have been exposed to danger because of you, 
don’t you think this is the least you could do?” 

Danger? They committed those crimes on their own. And now they want me to 
take responsibility? Talk about shameless. 

“This should be an advantageous deal for you too, I’m sure. A detective 
agency would charge tens of thousands of yen just for what we’ve investi- 
gated today. Toujou-kun, how much was that detector again?” 

“9,800 yen sharp!” 

“Are you fine leaving such a malignant stalker rampant? To add to your 
bad luck, you got back together with Fujita. I imagine the stalker isn’t too 
pleased with that. It might even put Fujita in danger...” 

“T applaud your way with words.” 

“T’m merely saying this for your sake.” 

“T wasn’t born yesterday.” 

“What’s your plan like anyway?” Satake asked. 

“Let me see...” After tilting her head to the side, Sugino Two pointed a fin- 
ger at Koga. “How about the adulterous teacher moving to flirting with a stu- 
dent?” 

Visibly not understanding the situation, Koga nevertheless pointed a fin- 
ger at his face and nodded. Don’t just nod at that, please... 

“Adultery is just a civil affair, but this is a criminal offense.” 

“Tf the parents take it to court, that is. Koga-kun doesn’t have any so this 
works out perfectly.” 

“T have a job!” 

‘What do you value more, your job or your life?” 

“Do we really need to weigh that here! ?” 

“Your affair would also lose you your job. You’ve already set both feet on 
the bridge. Would it really hurt to let us join your game?” 

Of all things that brat could have said, a game? 


“You lost a family member in this and you still view it as just a game?” 


“Of course. If I fail, I will merely reset.” 


Sugino adorned a devilish smile. 


Here’s the gist of the plan: 

There were a few online boards accessible via passwords only Daiba stu- 
dents know. The infamous hidden school boards. 

Satake, Toujou, Kawasaki, and Sugino Two opened completely different 
password-protected boards. Five of them. The fact there might have been 
more boards they didn’t know of made my head hurt. 

As expected, Sugino and Koga’s reputations were quite bad. ...Not like that 
revelation would upset either of them, though. 

We chose the board with the harshest slander against Koga and uploaded 
a picture of him and I walking with our arms crossed. However, this was 
fake—a collage Satake and Toujou had produced using the best technology 
available to them. 

The idea originally came from idol collages, a scummy process consisting 
of editing a popular idol’s face onto a pornographic picture. Other uses in- 
cluded making cats look giant and removing wigs from TV newscasters—ap- 
parently, anything was possible with 2D. Hollywood drew closer by the day. 

In the original picture we’d taken, Koga was crossing arms with Sugino 
Two wearing plain clothes. And through astounding editing skills, that had 
been changed to my face. Apparently they’d taken my head from a group 
photo, plastered it on top, and dealt mainly with the borders. They even ad- 
justed the tone of my skin. 

“Tf it becomes a scandal Ill go and turn myself in. I’ll say you pissed me 
off and I wanted you fired or something random. Not like I’d get expelled for 
this,” Toujou claimed, though I couldn’t shake the feeling it would be a bigger 
deal than he was expecting. On the other hand, it would be even worse to have 
a third-year like Satake take the hit instead. 


The bomb would be sent to a different board every day. Apparently, we 
would be able to tell which faction the culprit belonged to based on when they 
would act. 

Starting from that day, Koga always walked home with me. 

“Are you really fine with this role?” I asked hesitantly. Koga undid his 
uniform’s button, showing off the thick, duct-taped magazines wrapped all 
the way around his shirt. 

“T should be fine as long as they don’t go for my head.” 

“That technique dates back to when I was a student, you know...” 

“Even 50 years ago knives were basically the same. The real high tech is 
here,” he said, pulling on the turtleneck beneath his shirt. “With stun guns, 
you go for the neck. This is 100% wool, but I put rubber sheets beneath it. This 
is my idea by the way, not Takumi’s. The sweat’s making it hella itchy though.” 

Was he asking for praise by telling me this? I was simply astounded, hon- 
estly. 

“So your last worry should be pepper spray, right?” 

“T’ll just have to be conscious of the wind and hopefully avoid it. It can 
backfire easily, too. And if I wore a mask and goggles, I’d be suspicious as hell.” 

“May I wear a mask at least?” 

“Why not. You can say it’s for flu prevention.” 

It worked both against pepper spray and as the typical ‘female teacher 
meeting a student in secret and wanting to hide her face as much as possible’ 
disguise. I could even add sunglasses to it if I wanted, but I figured that would 
cross the line. 

“What if they don’t take the bait?” 

“They will. Fujita is an adult man. He’s pretty handsome and has a good 
income. But what about me? I’m plain unimpressive, definitely not hand- 
some. The culprit should be revulsed by that.” 


“You don’t need to be so hard on yourself.” 


“T’m not. Satake is famous for being head-over-heels for Sugino Two and 
Toujou looks strong so you’d need guts to assault him. And with Takumi, 
you’d be pegged as a shotacon.” 

“A what?” 

“Male version of lolicon, when women go for young boys. With him, it’d 
either look like a crime or you using him as a gofer. Nobody would be jealous.” 

“True.” 

With the hems of his uniform folded, he could barely pass as a middle 
schooler. If he wore short pants, anyone would see an elementary schooler in 
him. Even I wasn’t sure he was actually 15. 

On that front, Koga was certainly average. With his long back crouched, a 
hand in his pocket, and the other typing mails on his blue mobile while walk- 
ing, he looked wide open. Seeing that walking next to a pretty teacher in her 
20s would make anyone want to punch him, not just stalkers. (Yes, I felt em- 
barrassed saying it myself.) 

As for myself, I’d been making lecture summaries until late, so I only left 
school at eight. I was positively impressed at Koga’s endurance for waiting 
until then just doing those austere— mechanical, even—number puzzles. 

“So, tell me, what are you planning on doing if the stalker actually attacks 
us?” 

“Kill them.” 

.... really didn’t need to ask. 

“Howe” 

“Tt’s inconvenient for me if you know.” 

“Yeahe” 

I wasn’t dying to know either. He had Perfect Crime Club’s technical sup- 
port, after all. 

Although we’d left the school together, I wasn’t sure what to talk about 
with him. And asking “Are you a politician’s illegitimate child?” to his face 
felt awkward. 


‘What do you usually eat?” 

“Bento from stores and stuff.” 

“You don’t cook?” 

“T don’t see the need.” 

He could’ve said he lived solely on CalorieMate and Weider in Jelly, and I 
wouldn’t be surprised. 

“Do you, Yurippe?” 

“To some extent. Tell me if you feel nostalgic for your mother’s taste. I’ ll 
make you something within the realm of reason—I don’t want to be accused 
of favoritism.” 

«.What’s a mother’s taste?” 

Don’t ask difficult questions, please. 

The conversation stopped there, and we arrived at my apartment pretty 
much in silence. A stalker-less day had passed. 

“Are we going to keep this going until they appear?” 

“T guess, yeah.” 

“What if something worse happens in the meantime?” 

“We'll deal with that when the time comes.” 

“T’m really not sure this benefits me in any way.” 

“T basically don’t care as long as I’m having fun.” 

“Yeah? Was today fun to you?” 

“Not really. I hope tomorrow will be.” 

““’..See you tomorrow, then,” I sighed as we parted. 

I passed through the building’s entrance door and finally realized the 
lights in my apartment were on. 

I hurried to the security panel and entered my room’s number. I took the 
elevator to the fourth floor and jogged to the door furthest back. 

I opened the door and was met with a smell of beer and oden. 

“Hard at work, eh.” 


Fujita was sunk in a Muji cushion under the kotatsu, eating a conven- 
ience- store-bought oden dish with a beer on the side. Baseball on the TV. He 
was chilling as hard as he could. 

I then noticed a Boston bag and a sports bag in a corner of the room. 

«Are you really going to live here?” 

“You won’t throw my boxers away on garbage day, will you?” 

“Don’t you have...other friends? Even high schoolers aren’t that bad.” 

“You think I can ask my pals to let me stay at their place ’cause my wife is 
bullying me?” 

“T guess, but you could have consulted with me for dinner. I made a ton of 
curry yesterday and now it’s just sitting in the fridge.” 

“You already speak like my wife.” 

“The essence of women doesn’t change, you should know that. ...Maybe I 
should get some oden myself. You really should’ve bought enough for me, 
though.” 

“T got some tofu patties, if you want.” 

‘“What’s the point without eggs and daikon?” 

“So you’re heading out? I’ll go with you. I just ran out of beer anyway.” 

...Koga had just finished walking me home, and now I would be crossing 
arms with Fujita on my way to the convenience store; what did I look like to 
the stalker? Fujita stood up from the cushion. I asked him as he put his coat 
on, 

“Do you have Gangan or Afternoon? Jump is also fine.” 

Zexy was pretty good too, but the irony was too strong for me to ask.?* Fu- 
jita looked puzzled. 

“Huh? Were you the kind of woman who read manga?” 


“No, I figured you could use it for defense.” 


28 Gangan, Afternoon, and Jump are manga magazines, while Zexy is a monthly magazine en- 
tirely about weddings. 


“We aren’t in some old sukeban manga. What do you even want me to 
fight?” 


Finally, someone sane. 


Satake drew across on a calendar with a permanent marker. 

“Three days down, no progress!” 

The members all sighed at once. A glum mood had settled in the clubroom 
as of late. 

“How... Yurippe’s pedo allegations have spread so far already... That pic’s 
getting reposted like crazy,” Toujou rumbled. 

That brought me significantly more distraught than the invisible stalker. 
Was I actually just sabotaging my position in society? 

“Maybe nobody’s ever invited them to a hidden board? Ya know, a net- 
hikikomori,” Kawasaki suggested. 

“Not happy IRL and online, that’s damn sad,” Toujou reacted. 

“And yet they got the money to buy freaking expensive stuff. That tap ac- 
tually cost 30 grand. 20 for the clock one.” 

A 20,000 + 100 yen clock. I wish they’d tilted the balance more to the right 
and gone for a better design. 

“So 50 grand total... Are they really a high schooler?” 

“One thing’s for sure though, they’re a wuss.” 

“A hikikomori with a 50k allowance who’s in love with Yurippe... Can’t we 
narrow down the list with that? Let’s look for a guy with no friends in one of 
Yurippe’s classes.” 

“So an anti-normie.” 

“A nor-what? Mind explaining?” I asked. 

“Someone with a normal life. It’s mainly used by single people jealous of 
those doing better than them.” 


Wow, what a pessimistic slang. 


It was decided we would follow Toujou’s suggestion, so I went to copy my 
classes’ rolls. For the time being, I excluded the possibility of a lesbian stu- 
dent. 

“Kanbara the Toilet Eater from class 1.” 

“Toilet Eater...°” 

“He thinks eating alone is too embarrassing so he eats lunch in the toilet. 
Man, must be yuck to have the smell of poop and fried chicken enter your 
nostrils at the same time.” 

High schoolers are...delicate, let’s say. 

“Isn’t there also Miura, the guy who never goes to school, in that class?” 

“Takaide the Invisible Man.” 

“What about Tazaki? I saw him wash his bag in the courtyard’s pond the 
other day.” 

“This exercise isn’t good for my heart...” 

All we figured out in the end was that each class had about five people that 
fit the bill, so we hadn’t made any progress. Kawasaki screamed, holding his 
head, 

“T’m in despair! The fact there are so many losers who can’t even access 
hidden school boards, the dark-side of the web, has left me in despair! The 
abyss within the dark! Society’s lowest of the lowest! No different than pur- 
gatory! A vine of misfits! A cemetery of losers not good enough for normies 
or even nerds!”9 

“How can these guys survive without killing anyone?” 

Koga’s remark was quite striking. I wanted to dismiss finding those wire- 
taps as a bad dream and forget about it all, but these devilish kids wouldn’t 
allow that. 

“Erm, I want to go eat dinner with Fujita-sensei tonight, but it’s Friday 


and all...” 


29 Pastiche of the catchphrase of Sayonara Zetsubou Sensei’s titular character. 


“They won’t do anything while you’re with Fujita,” Toujou asserted. 
“They’d have already acted after hearing your Seicross sessions otherwise.°” 

“So I’m off-duty today?” Koga was immersed in his game as usual. Did he 
move so little as part of some ecological movement? 

“Yup, just go home and sleep today,” Satake answered. 

“T’]l do just that.” 

“Um, can you finally tell everyone that the picture was faked...?” 

“Oh please, don’t just throw accusations like that around, I’ve never in my 
life falsified a picture,” Toujou replied. 

What the hell? 


“Haven’t you been siding too much with that clique lately?” 

“Siding, eh,” I sighed. 

A dim lighting. The flicker of candles. A yellow cosmos sitting in a glass 
vase atop the table cloth. 

I didn’t want to remember them while eating beef cheek simmered in wine 
in this atmosphere. I drank a sip of red wine. 

“Where does the desire to kill come from, I wonder?” 

“Huh? You alright? Is that all they talk about in the mystery novel club.” 

“All day long, yes.” 

“Now I get why Koga’s father-in-law was so against it. More of the same 


wine, please.” Fujita waved at the garcon, who bowed before heading to the 


30 While originally a 1986 arcade game released in Japan under the title Sector Zone and in 
North America as Seicross, it has become internet slang for intercourse due to the simple fact 
that sekurosu (seicross) sounds similar to sekkusu (sex). 


Its first use was in 2003 on a 2ch thread about the anime Lime-iro Senkitan, when an anony- 
mous user said they wanted to ‘play Seicross’ with Sanada Momen, one of the main characters. 
That post was so well-received the next thread’s title got shortened from the original ‘Talk- 
ing about the Lime-iro Senkitan anime’ to simply ‘Seicross anime,’ and became a running 
joke across many boards. 


wine cellar. “Rumors about Koga started circulating even among students. 
Stuff about him being the victim of a case or something. Remember the 
slasher thing in Tokyo? Nakano City’s Serial Killer, was it? He killed three or 
four people. And the...I-don’t-know-which victim was a man in his 40s and 
apparently had a son in high school.” 

“T wouldn’t be surprised.” 

“Really? Sugino Sarasa got murdered here. The security might’ve gotten 
better since, but I can’t picture a traumatized relative of a victim going out of 
their way to come here.” 

“Hasn’t Tokyo been pretty gruesome lately? There was that high schooler 
who killed their whole family, and I’m pretty sure there was another case tar- 
geting boys aged 17 or 18. I heard the culprit of the one not by a high schooler 
died though.” 

“The one in Shinjuku, yeah. It even got a pretentious name, the Reverse 
Jack the Ripper, I think it was. ‘The original Jack the Ripper targeted prosti- 
tutes, but the Shinjuku one is killing trans prostitutes,’ or something.” 

“Shouldn’t there be a distinction between trans prostitutes and men who 
sell their bodies to other men?” Saying that, I realized I was the one ruining 
the mood in the restaurant. I didn’t want to continue on this topic. 

The sommelier poured red wine in Fujita’s glass, wiped the mouth of the 
bottle, then left. Fujita swiftly downed the whole thing before leaning for- 
ward. 

“T needed to call Youka’s coach yesterday to set up a practice match. You’ll 
never guess what I heard,” he whispered. 

I lent him an ear and asked back, “Huh? What is it?” 

“They seem to have some circumstances going on. It’s more on their side, 
if I had to guess. Gives more credibility to the bullying theory.” 

“They wouldn’t have them be in the same school normally, would they?” 

“The situation’s anything but normal. That’s why Koga is also not normal, 


isn’t it?” 


He had a point. 

“But looking at Koga alone,” Fujita went back on his word, “he’s just a bit 
different. You’d expect to get a student like every few years. He’s not that ab- 
normal. ...That detective troupe being together, though, that’s definitely not 
normal.” 

“These kids are perfectly normal, they’re just being pulled in by Sugino- 
san and Koga-kun. That generation runs wild with two anomalies like them 
so close-by.” 

“Run wild? What are they gonna do?” 


...A perfect crime. 


We had Mont Blanc and gelato for dessert. I even had a cappuccino, mak- 
ing us stay there until 10 PM. 

We were tottering towards my apartment. The full moon was so bright our 
shadows didn’t align with the street lights. 

While you couldn’t quite call this area the countryside with such a chic 
French restaurant in the vicinity, this moonlight made me feel thankful for 
being here nevertheless. 

Quite drunk, Fujita was acting like a kid: spreading both arms out to main- 
tain his balance as he threaded the edge of the sidewalk. Was he imagining 
himself traversing a circus’ tightrope or a suspended bridge in the jungle? 
One misstep and you become alligator food. Those fictional, man-eating al- 
ligators also hid in the black parts of pedestrian crossings. 

Despite his childish conduct, his words undoubtedly belonged to a dirty 
adult. 

“Are you really going to divorce?” 

“T started living somewhere else. Get the clue.” 


“T don’t have marriage in my plans, though.” 


“Then just endure it until I find a one-bedroom apartment with a parking 
spot, the whole for 50 thousand yen a month. And since it’s just for me, I’m 
fine with a modular bathroom.” 

“T don’t mind you living at my place, but take out the trash at least. And 
learn to separate trash, snack packaging isn’t burnable. It releases dioxin.” 

“Women sure are picky.” 

“Tf you don’t like it, go look for a property on the other side of the river. 
It’s about ten thousand pricier over there, but they have a good incinerator 
that even burns vinyl.” 

‘What happened to the dioxin?” 

“Tf the temperature is high-enough it doesn’t make any, apparently.” 

“Doesn’t sound too eco-friendly.” 

“Capitalism and ecology aren’t meant to go together. We can’t keep on 
living without destroying the environment.” 

‘What are we meant to tell our students...” 

“We just have to hope for a better era. Common sense greatly changed 
much too quickly for adults to follow.” 

“New common sense or not, I still think adultery is bad.” 

That last line wasn’t from Fujita. 

I turned around and heard footsteps along with a sharp noise. 

Fujita stumbled off the sidewalk’s edge. Game over. But not because of the 
fictional, man-eating alligators. 

He stopped after staggering for a few steps. He opened his mouth, intent 
to say something, but only managed to produce a faint breath. 

«.Ryuuji?” I asked. 

“Chiha... Run...” 

“Fucker. I won’t let you be happy.” 

As he collapsed onto the ground, the figure standing behind him entered 


my field of vision. It was not a Perfect Crime Club member. 


He was a student. I knew that slim face with a natural emphasis on the 
glare in his eyes. Shiroyama from class 3. I couldn’t remember his first name. 
He didn’t go to school and came up in today’s listing. He was just standing 
there eerily in his blue raincoat, even though it wasn’t raining. 

An ice pick was stabbed deep into Fujita’s back. I knew I should’ve bought 
him Afternoon issues. Blood had started spreading across his back. 

I came back to my senses and looked up at Shiroyama. Like the Perfect 
Crime Club members love to do, he was wearing white gloves—to not leave 
fingerprints, most likely. 

There was no blood on his gloves. 

An indescribable feeling surged within me. 

Shiroyama started talking before I could say anything. His voice was quite 
high-pitched for a boy, although for different reasons than Kawasaki I’d 
guess. 

“Perfect Crime Club my ass, now who’s the idiot? It wasn’t just wiretaps, 
[heard everything you said there. You think you’re so smart, huh? I’m better, 
too bad!” 

Better at what, and what’s ‘too bad’? Actually, what is he bragging about? Did 
that need to be a competition? 

I shot a glance at Fujita. As far as I could tell, he hadn’t turned into a blood 
fountain. A dark-red stain was slowly spreading through his clothes. His ar- 
teries were intact. A hemorrhage was unlikely. 

The pick was just above his hips. It hadn’t pierced his heart or lungs. 

No need to call an ambulance immediately. Don’t panic. 

Shiroyama was still whining as I processed the situation. 

“After you I'll kill that Takumi guy. And Sugino Sarasa after that! I’ll give 
her the same treatment as her sister!” 

“Are you that thirsty for murder?” 

A genuine snicker escaped me; I’d always wanted to ask that. 

...Not to him, though. 


“You know, there are tons of things way more fun than murder.” 

“Begging for your life, huh?!” 

“No? This is a lecture. A life lesson.” 

Right, this is not a bluff. I’m speaking from the heart. So I don’t need to put up 
an act whatsoever. 

Acrossed my arms below my chest. I thought about blood. The blood Fujita 
had shed. The blood I had shed. 

The blood that would be shed. 

“T’1l teach you all sorts of fun stuff, Virgin. You heard everything that hap- 
pened between Fujita and I, didn’t you? What were you doing as you listened? 
You masturbated to it, right? Doing it yourself feels much better, you know?” 

I found myself actually enjoying the situation as I said this. I see. 

All you armchair high schoolers, let me tell you: This is what a crime looks like. 

This radicality is the essence of crime. 

Acrime more thorough, more perfect than this doesn’t exist. 

I spread my arms out. 

“T am not, whatsoever, afraid of death. I mean it. I simply have nothing 
more to lose. I won’t beg for my life. But it won’t be fun; you’11 kill me and end 
up with a lame heap of stinky blood and flesh. How do you find Fujita-sensei 
lying over there? Are you having fun looking at him? Do you feel fulfilled or 
accomplished? Are you gay? Or you like corpses, maybe? You can only get a 
boner looking at corpses?” 

I closed in on Shiroyama, making my heels resound at every step. As ex- 
pected, he backed off. 

Looks like someone’s scared of women. 

“You won’t have many opportunities like this. You can’t strike up a con- 
versation with girls, can you?” 

’.S-s-shut up!” 


His voice cracked. I was winning in terms of performance. 


“Then go ahead, treat yourself! Either cut me in pieces and cherish that 
memory for the reminder of your life as you masturbate your virgin dick, or 
have fun with me and climb the stairs to adulthood. It’s your call. I won’t hide 
or run. So what will you do, Virgin? Tell me, what do you want? What should 
we do now?” 

Shiroyama didn’t answer. His mouth was open, but no words came out of 
it— 

“Yurippe, you’re so cool I don’t know when to step in. Proud to have you 
as our advisor.” 

That voice was familiar. There was a park right next to the road, and the 
hedge was rustling. 

The shrub split open, and from it appeared Koga. His hair and uniform 
were covered in leaves. The latter was so packed-full of protections he didn’t 
look cool at all. 

“Things finally got fun and I’m barely doing anything.” 

Shiroyama was already shaken, but seeing Koga made him fall into out- 
right confusion. He pointed at Koga as his mouth opened and closed repeat- 
edly, then shouted, 

“You, what... How!?” 

“We're not that stupid, that’s all. We all knew about the camera you hid in 
the bookshelf.” 

Koga stood between Shiroyama and I. Likely to shield me with his After- 
noon armor. I used that opportunity to take out my phone. 

I first called 119. Did they fix the issue where mobiles couldn’t reach 119° It’s 
been a while so I really hope they did. Public phones have been getting rare lately 
so this is all I have. 

If I put it to my ear, it would ruin Koga’s distraction and earn me Shi- 
royama’s focus. I could only listen to the firefighter speaking on the other 
side of the call. I hoped they could trace my phone or whatever and get my 


location. 


As I did this, Koga was talking, his hands still in his pockets. 

“As if we’d look for wiretaps but not cameras. Plus, that shelf’s a mess so 
it’s easy to hide stuff in there. Speaking of wiretaps, you installed a new one 
right after we found the first one, didn’t you? You must’ve thought we 
wouldn’t look for them over and over, but that was dead wrong. Also, what 
kind of moron would hold an actual strategy meeting in that room? We only 
communicate on password-protected chats on our phones and PCs. Same 
deal as hidden school sites. You can do anything online: Messenger, Twitter, 
Skype, coded emails. There’s no super hacker who’ ll intercept all of it. And 
let’s not forget morse codes, custom ringtones, and hell, even telegrams. I 
sadly don’t have a messenger pigeon, but passing notes around during class 
does the trick too. You can even have a written conversation in a textbook or 
notebook. There are countless ways to communicate.” 

“Y-you set me up!?” 

“Your fault for getting got.” 

So the ‘loser search’ from earlier was a taunt to lure him out. As well as Koga 
claiming he would be off-duty. 

“You dare call us cowards when you’re not even on the side of justice? 
We’re the Perfect Crime Club, forgot? Obviously we’ll be smarter than one 
dude thinking alone. Hell, I’m willing to bet you wanted to join us and got 
upset because we didn’t invite you. Anyway, is that raincoat to avoid blood 
spurts? Dumbass, just don’t kill in a way that spills blood in the first place.” 

Koga was quite the actor himself. Shiroyama had feared me, but this time 
he seemed angry at Koga. The provocation was a success. 

He took something out of his pocket while grumbling about whatever —it 
was a box cutter. He couldn’t retrieve the ice pick after stabbing it, so he’d 
prepared a second weapon. The eerie, clickety sound of the blade extending 


echoed in the night. 


As Shiroyama brandished it, Koga didn’t hesitate for a single second and 
received the hit with his left arm. After a high-pitched noise, the cutter flew 
into the air and landed onto the sidewalk’s decoration tiles. 

“The best offense is a good defense.” 

From what I heard after the fact, Koga was wearing part-titanium wrist- 
bands under his uniform’s sleeves. The kind advertised by athletes. The ef- 
fects of titanium on health was more than dubious, but its defensive prowess 
was quite real. 

With the distance now closed, Koga immediately took the initiative. He 
moved behind Shiroyama. 

The next thing I knew, Shiroyama’s feet had left the ground. It almost 
looked like the start of a judo throw, but— 

“W-what are you doing!?” 

Shiroyama was still in the air, and his face was getting visibly red. He 
started desperately scratching at his neck. 

Koga was back-to-back with him, as if stretching during P.E. classes, car- 
rying him on his back. 

Which meant this was— 

I scanned the ground. That flimsy, black box cutter. I picked it up and 
dashed towards the two students. 

I ran the blade across Shiroyama’s neck. 

Plam, his body audibly hit the ground. He’d fallen on his butt and was 
coughing a storm with his hands wrapped around his neck. 

“What the fuck were you doing!?” 

“Told you, I was gonna kill him.” 

Koga turned around to face me—a slight shadow of surprise on his face. 

He was carrying gray pipes in his hands—the kind used in plumbery, but 
quite short, about two centimeters—with a thin, yellow string wrapped 
around them. He was wearing those around his indexes, like finger puppets. 

“What is that?!” 


“Assassination garotte, a kind of concealed weapon. The wire’s two mil- 
limeters around, you can fish marlin with that. I had to order it online and 
you just cut it like that...” 

Shiroyama’s ears were still red from his asphyxia-induced cyanosis as he 
crawled on the ground. He was alive but had lost all will to fight. 

On my end, though, I was boiling inside. 

“Don’t strangle people, they’ ll actually die!” 

‘Why just me, that guy killed Fujita.” 

“He’s not dead yet!” 

It came back to me; I looked at my phone. The screen was still on. Call 
length: 2:11, 2:12—I quickly put it to my ears. 

“Can you hear me!? Someone got stabbed, he’s not bleeding a lot but-” 

It took six minutes for the ambulance to arrive. In the meantime, Koga 
used his spare wires to tie Shiroyama’s hands. ...Only because I’d ordered him 
not to kill him. I felt like a tiger tamer. 

As I thought, Fujita’s injury wasn’t too severe. The ambulance staff told 
me he had merely fainted from the pain and there wasn’t anything to worry 
about, but I obviously accompanied him to the hospital. The question “Are 
you his wife?” hurt quite a bit. 

Shiroyama would have normally been taken to the police station, but he’d 
gotten strangled plenty. There’s always a risk for asphyxia to later result in 
brain damage. They called another ambulance for him, and he arrived at the 
hospital a bit later. 

With the police’s interrogation and Fujita’s treatment taking an eternity, 
it was five in the morning when I met Koga again in the hospital’s hallway. 
Thank god it was Saturday and there was no school. And at this time, there 
weren’t any exterior patients around. 

“What on earth were you thinking?” 

“What’s that question?” I’d spoken quite harshly, but Koga shrugged it 


off with his usual, not-a-care-in-the-world face. “Well I threw the wires and 


all far away with every last bit of strength I had before the police arrived. With 
Japan’s forensic skills they’d probably find them, but Shiroyama was alive so 
I bet on him not taking it to the court. And from the looks of it, I think I won 
that bet.” 

“That’s not what I’m talking about! Shiroyama-kun almost died there!” 

I’d gotten too heated so a nurse came out and reminded us to be silent in 
the hospital. I took deep breaths to cool down but struggled. 

Meanwhile, Koga was as calm as ever. 

“He wasn’t the only one at risk of dying. You were too.” 

“What...?” 

“The original plan was to wait for both of you to get killed. I would then 
strangle Shiroyama to death and hang his corpse on the park’s jungle gym or 
wherever. The narrative was that he murdered you on impulse then freaked 
out and killed himself. It’s never good to leave witnesses. Sugino One’s mur- 
der is becoming a cold case just because there weren’t any. But, seeing Shi- 
royama wussing out that hard, I decided he wouldn’t have the guts to get you 
and moved up the schedule. Adaptation is a vital skill. It’s guts that ultimately 
decide who survives, I guess.” 

.... couldn’t close my mouth. 

“That’s not being a decoy, we were freaking worms on a hook! That goes 
beyond being used!” 

“Satake told me to get you to sleep with a stun gun, but the thing is, they 
don’t really make you faint. It’d be too obvious I did it, the old ‘dead men tell 
no tales’ is more reliable. You better not trust Sugino Two again when she 
says it’s ‘for your sake.’ She’s fucking crazy. But aren’t you glad, in the end 
nobody died.” 

I didn’t need much thinking to slap his cheek. ...I was lucky the nurse 
didn’t hear that one. If he had parents, that would have gotten me fired for 


corporal punishment— but that whole train of thought could wait for later. 


“You... You really think of people as nothing more than toys, huh! What 
are we, pawns in your murder game?! Who the fuck do you think you are?!” 

Koga put a hand to his cheek, as if to take confirmation. He pressed against 
it with the middle of his finger to check the pain. 

“What do you take us for?!” 

“ ..That’s what I should be saying. What would have happened to you two 
if I weren’t there?” 

He counterattacked—I remembered that he was an assassin who could 
strangle strangers with a straight face. It was now my turn to be frightened 
by the shadow of murder residing in his dark pupils. 

“What would have happened, don’t be shy, tell me. Fujita was down and 
you were one-on-one against a guy with a knife; were you gonna walk around 
the red light districts until an officer arrested you? Is that your justice, fuck- 
ing whore? Lemme ask you the same question: You think protecting yourself 
would justify anything you could fucking think of to achieve that goal?” 

“T-I didn’t have a choice! I didn’t...” 

I don’t have other weapons. 

Actually. Did I not? 


Did I really have no other option? 


He kept screaming, unawares of my confusion. 

“So you were in the right, is that what you’re saying?! You’re the one who 
fucking treats people like toys! Would you have fucked that asshole if you 
didn’t meet anyone on the way?! Would you have begged people to go help 
Fujita via telepathy while fucking?! And after you’d either escape or kill him 
when he’s not paying attention, or repeat that whole exchange all over again, 
huh?! I ended that charade for good back there, did I not?! Why the fuck am I 


getting hit for then, didn’t I help you!? Why am I getting yelled at now?! Who 
the fuck do you think you are?! What did you want me to do, then?!” Tears 
dripped from his eyes as he screamed. “What else could I have done to help 
you!? I didn’t decide to let you two get killed, okay?! I fucking hated it too, 
goddamnit!” 

Is this what society calls snapping back? A rampage from the generation who 
grew up without knowing pain—from a boy with a weapon in his hands and no 
ethics in his mind. 

And yet, his expression was just like that of a kid throwing a tantrum. 

“Why am I the only one getting yelled at?! You got out of it fine, what’s 
the problem?! Huh?! Say there’s no problem! It wouldn’t hurt to thank me 
just once, fucking hag!” 

He now started sobbing, his shoulders trembling in the process. 

“Say you’re glad to be alive, will you...” 

At this instant, he wasn’t a deluded child dreaming about perfect crimes 
or whatnot. 

This wasn’t a game. He knew that better than I. 

I couldn’t find the words for him. I was supposed to show him what justice 
looked like, but I didn’t have any of it within me. 

I was also responsible for trying to turn this kid into a murderer. 

“.Right, I’m glad I made it out safe.” The words that left my mouth were 


truly inane. “I’m really glad.” 


It would take two weeks for Fujita’s relatively benign injury to heal. 

The tip of the ice pick had pierced his kidney and caused enough pain for 
him to faint, but luckily that damage was shallow so it could be sewn back just 
fine. People have two kidneys, he would be all right as long as he didn’t overdo 


it. All he had to do was sleep, basically. 


As for Yamashiro, he didn’t need any special treatment. However, he ab- 
solutely needed therapy. 

“Yamashiro-kun’s mom apologized like crazy.” 

I’d had French food the day before, and now I was eating the hospital’s 
450 yen morning set for breakfast. But I was so hungry it didn’t matter to me 
as long as I was getting nutrients. 

Sunlight came shining through the large window. While the cafeteria was 
pretty and luminous, it was hard to relax with nurses and doctors in white 
gowns eating next to us. The toast was fine, but I could swear the boiled eggs 
and coffee had an aftertaste of medicine —was that a case of the placebo ef- 
fect? 

Koga, who was eating a hotdog in disgust, scowled at my report. 

“His mother apologized?” 

“And so did his dad. It looks like Yamashiro-kun didn’t have a change of 
heart, so all you’ve done is give him the scare of his life, but well, what can 
you do? It didn’t seem like he was acting on hatred to begin with anyway. A 
motiveless rampage from the aimless generation, maybe?” 

“Fucking sickening.” 

“Don’t be like that. Fujita-sensei’s injury wasn’t severe and both sides 
agreed not to take it to court. We’1l make sure Yamashiro-kun doesn’t come 
to school for a while, though. He’s either getting expelled or transfering away. 
His parents even recognized they screwed up in his upbringing.” 

“Fucking sickening.” 

“Come on, you realize you just escaped attempted murder charges?” 

“T don’t mean that.” 

Putting his half-eaten hotdog back on the plate, he then pressed a finger 
against his forehead and muttered, 

“Does evil come from a bad upbringing?” 

““.You sure like to ask tough questions.” 

“Or what, is it genetics? DNA?” 


“That’s the eugenicist school of thought.” 

“My old neighbors...” 

The child abuse family, right. Infant murder and abandonment of its 
corpse go way beyond mere ‘abuse,’ and it was pretty dubious whether they 
were officially registered as a family, but I called them that for convenience’s 
sake. 

“Anyone sane would agree that people killing their own children gotta 
have their bloodline severed and be exterminated. But every year, without fail, 
kids are dying in parking lots next to pachinko parlors. That trend isn’t going 
down at all, it feels like. There’s that cycle of abuse theory, no? An abused kid 
will grow up to become an abusive parent. Is it really just people who barely 
survived from the abuse doing the same thing to their children, or something 
more inherent to the human condition, a dormant instinct to abuse children 
at play?” 

“Hypnic jerks,” I took a sip of coffee. You could measure how cheap it was 
by its intense sourness. “Don’t you ever get a sudden sensation of falling 
down as you’re falling asleep for no reason? That’s what it is.” 

“Huh, that had aname?” 

“You know that humans evolved from apes, right? The theory is that hyp- 
nic jerks are aremnant from when our ape ancestors were living in trees. Fall- 
ing down was to be avoided at all cost, that’s why our sense of balance is so 
delicate—so much that it sometimes goes crazy when you’re half asleep and 
gives you a scare for no reason. The instinct to kill your offspring was also 
necessary at some point.” 

I wasn’t sure I should be teaching that to a kid, but it was the harsh reality. 

“Male lions and seals sometimes kill other males’ children to steal their 
females. The females initially try to protect them, but give up as soon as they 
accept the new male. They can’t cater for many kids by themselves, so they 
prioritize the children of fathers who can actually protect them. They don’t 


need children from a man that won’t be there when they need it the most — 


stepchild killing is also built in. Same situation as hypnic jerks. Our minds are 
led astray by obsolete responses.” 

“Getting frightened in your sleep and abusing children are totally the 
same, huh?” Koga said with a sarcastic smile. “...Shiroyama’s parents apol- 
ogized, eh.” 

“Yeah. They lowered their heads over and over.” 

“After their kid almost got strangled? Sickening.” 

“You’re in no position to be saying this.” 

“It is sickening, they’re treating the kid they gave birth to and raised like 
a fucking monster. Monster parents have been kinda trending, I heard—the 
thing where parents go to insane lengths to defend their dumb brats. You 
think Shiroyama’s parents were afraid of becoming monsters themselves? 
They didn’t wanna pay that price to protect their son, really? They fucking 
abandoned Shiroyama, that’s what happened.” 

“.They recognized their sins, that’s another way of showing their love.” 

Koga suddenly slammed his fist on the table. 

“Hypocrites! That shit’s just words.” 

“Koga-kun...” 

“Tt can be bad education, impulsive instincts, an abrupt mutation that 
turned him that way—I don’t give a shit. He and J are the only ones to blame. 
What the fuck would his parents know? It’s sickening.” 

I’m also to blame, I thought but couldn’t bring myself to say. 

Everyone was partly to blame—that would be the most hypocritical takea- 
way. I didn’t want to say that. 

Also, the mutation example was weighing on my mind. 

“.Can I ask you just one thing?” 

“What?” 

“Why did you strangle Shiroyama-kun? Couldn’t you have chosen an- 


other weapon?” 


“T already told him last night: it doesn’t spray blood everywhere. Also, 
they can’t fight back since you’re behind them. You don’t want a confronta- 
tion; whether you win or not, they’ll have your DNA all over them after it. A 
single scratch and you can have body hair, blood, dandruffs, or hair under 
their nails. The police will obviously investigate other students from his 
school, and that’s game over—or so Satake said.” 

“That’s all?” 

“Well, strangling him in the air like that apparently leaves marks close to 
those from normal hanging so it was handy for the next step. It’s too obvious 
if you strangle them the normal way. Also, it’s easier to burn fiber threads 
than getting rid of metallic blades. The pipes don’t come in contact with the 
victim so no need to get rid of them, we can just cut them up and put the 
pieces in Takumi’s toolbox. You can get a full meter of that for barely 200 yen. 
We considered filling bags with gravel or coins, but once in a while people 
survive getting their head wacked. On that front, you can’t go wrong with a 
thorough squeeze of the neck.” 

Was that really all of it? 

Was that all it would take for Satake and Sugino Two to suggest strangu- 
lation of all methods to him? 

... The same method that had killed Sugino One. 


What if this entire plan wasn’t the fruit of group labor but actually Koga’s 
own initiative — 


Had I possibly witnessed something I shouldn’t have? 


I could only stare at him in silence as he bit into his hotdog in disgust. 
If he actually turned out to be a murderous mutant...would I have the right 


to condemn him? 


Was it Sugino who had told me I smelled like death? 

I think it was Koga who said it didn’t take much for destructive impulses 
to switch between being directed inward or outward. 

Destructive impulses. Back there, I was certainly inhabited by them. The 


same kind that drove Shiroyama. The same kind that drove Koga. 


Back there, I was a demon. 


All three of us were equally evil. 


Mission 7: Time For a War! 
~Rules in Teamfights and the Ruler that is Toujou~ 


The case with Shiroyama wasn’t made public. The school decided to keep 
it hidden to not harm its reputation. However, that suggestion didn’t come 
from the principal nor the vice principal Makihara—it came from Fujita him- 
self. What an admirable passion for his school. 

Well, he just had things he didn’t want the school to know about. That’s 
all it takes for adults to bend their principles. 

The school couldn’t give him work-injury compensation, but would in- 
stead offer him some condolence money to reward him putting his body on 
the line for a student’s education. All diplomatic drivel. 

With Shiroyama obediently transferring away, only the Perfect Crime Club 
knew the truth behind those events now. Even if he were to divulge every- 
thing on the internet, nobody would take him seriously. 

I heard they held a nice wrap party between themselves —after all, they’d 
accomplished what they’d set out to do as a club. I didn’t attend it; I found it 
in bad taste. And I didn’t have the energy to pick apart their original plans. I 
just wished they would finally clear the allegations hovering over me. 

Unlike Sugino Sarasa, Koga was shockingly transparent outside of club 
activities. He followed lectures semi-seriously, ate sandwiches he bought 
from the convenience store for lunch, and disappeared into the clubroom af- 
ter classes. I bet after that he simply went home, ate a ready-made meal, 
played games, and slept. Repeating that loop over and over. 

He claimed to not be popular with the opposite sex, and I would agree. Alt- 
hough he was tall, he also didn’t speak much and was knee-deep into a bleak, 
niche club about mystery novels, so girls didn’t pay him much attention. 

Now, was he an assassin, a vagrant prince, or an adrift criminal—one can- 
not tell from just looking at his high school lifestyle. However, at least, I no- 


ticed he didn’t seek ‘fun things’ as much as he pretended to. 


“What’s for lunch Koga?” 

“Egg foo young sandwich and cup noodles.” 

“With milk and proteins? That’s a pretty weird meal,” Satake remarked. 

“Wouldn’t everything look bad with milk and proteins, though?” Toujou 
added. 

“Just thought I should put on some muscles.” 

The members were eating lunch in the clubroom. Did they not have friends 
in their own classes? At least they seemed to be having fun. 

Satake was the only one with a handmade bento from his mother. Speaking 
of handmade, Sugino also cooked for herself; she was enjoying a ham and 
cheese bagel sandwich. Girls sure like trendy foods. 

“Sugino Two, can’t ya make something for the rest of us once in a while?” 
Toujou asked. 

“T won’t. I’m only making this for Nasu-kun, after all.” 

[had to praise her diligence on that, she never missed a day. 

Nasu was suffering from chronic stomach aches recently and often rested 
from school. The reason needs not to be explained. 

“If Nasu ever accepts to eat that, what are you gonna eat then?” Koga en- 
quired. 

“T can always find something. Him accepting it is the hard part.” 

“Two-senpai’s handmade bento’s too scary, I couldn’t.” 

“You ain’t much better, Takumi,” Toujou quipped. “The heck’s 
that...thing?” 

“Bitter gourd, milk, banana, komatsuna, apple, dried sardines, hijiki, egg 
white, and bread.” The glass-shaped Tupperware Kawasaki was holding 
contained a greenish- gray, alien liquid. He drank it with a straight face. “Full 
nutrients, sir. It’s way more edible than it looks.” 

“..Please find other ways to consume the bitter gourd, komatsuna, dried 


sardines, and hijiki, I beg you. The last three wouldn’t go well together in a 


stewing pot but at least I can picture a mother making that,” Toujou was fed 
up. 

“Maybe the Takumi Juice grants immortality. Is that how you managed to 
stay as an elementary schooler this whole time? Are you more like a Risen," 
Count of Saint-Germain,” or Araki Hirohiko?33” Satake joined in on the con- 
versation. 

“T used a ton of vegetables though, wouldn’t vampires hate it?” 

“Then Sombra Tea it is.34” 

“While immortality is a most enticing offer, I simply don’t see myself 
drinking this oddity,” Sugino avowed. 

I would rather eat a sandwich made by a pretty girl and die young than 
drink a weird mix based on bitter gourd and attain eternal life. Even as some- 
one who could notice the passage of time on myself more acutely than high 
schoolers, that’s something I’m not budging on. 

“You ever been in a sports club, Koga?” Toujou asked. 

“T played basketball but never tried martial arts.” 

“Basketball? You’re huge though, makes sense. Can you do a slam dunk?” 

“Not even close. Do you do any martial arts, Toujou?” 

“This guy’s actually super weak in fights, he’s all talk,” Satake butted in. 

‘Who cares, I’m a combat service support guy! Leaders don’t freaking go 
on the battlefield!” 


31 Another name for Shikis, the titular creatures in Fuyumi Ono’s horror novel Shiki, which 
also got manga and anime adaptations. 


32 A French adventurer and alchemist from the 18th century who was said to be immortal. 


33 Manga author most famous for the long-running manga Jojo’s Bizarre Adventure. Readers 
often joke about him being a vampire, like some characters in his series, because of how little 
his appearance has changed over the years. 


34 An item from the horror game series Gakkou de Atta Kowai Hanashi, or Horror Stories from 
School. While it tastes exceedingly bad at first, anyone who drinks this tea will no longer have 
to go to the toilet and will have their beauty greatly amplified. In return, however, their body 
will fuse with vegetation and become a new house for bug-like plants. 


“Do you not play anymore, Koga-kun?” I asked him. “You can do it here 
too, you know. You don’t need to attend every day and you can even be in 
multiple clubs at once.” 

“T didn’t play of my own will. I’m interested in other things now.” 

“Interested in what, murder? Damn, you gotta chill, dude.” 

The others laughed at Toujou’s jibe. 

The basketball club. A substitute had been appointed as their advisor while 
Fujita was hospitalized, but the match against Youka was still planned for this 
weekend. 

The players coming here would be Koga’s former teammates. What kind 
of chemical reaction would occur if they entered in contact with Koga? 

Someone’s phone rang. Sugino Two produced a pink phone adorned with 
a black butterfly seal. It seemed to be an alarm and not an incoming call. 

“Min. I’m on duty today, I need to go 15 minutes earlier.” 

“Ah, right, I’m also on library duty,” Satake unnaturally closed the lid of 
his half-eaten bento as Sugino Two started putting away her basket cloth. 

Sugino Two didn’t wait, so Satake picked up his bag and ran after her, 
leaving his bento sitting on the desk. Toujou put a hand to his forehead and 
gulped in a theatrical manner. 

“..He’s so brave. It hurts to watch.” 

“Does Sugino-san have any female friends?” 

“T think she had a few back when she was ‘Sarasa’ but no idea about now,” 
Toujou answered. 

A girl so determined to avenge her sister she abandoned her friends. I 
would sincerely hesitate to call that a moving tale. 

“A girl not having female friends is pretty bad,” I said. 

“True, especially after Fukuda pushed her down the stairs and Ozaki was 


roaming with a knife.” 


“T didn’t mean it that way—and even then that’s not the danger. She’s 
constantly taunting the person who murdered her sister, they could assault 
her whenever regardless of that.” 

“Two-senpai’s living for that goal, yeah. I heard she has a stun gun.” 

“T’m getting a headache...” 

“That’s nothing new.” 

“But that’s not all. Not having female friends is bad.” 

“Hm? What, you’re talking about periods?” 

“T’m not, shut up. Girls who go to the toilet alone are strong but lonely. 
That’s how it is.” 


The three boys didn’t seem to understand. They looked at each other. 


Once they were done eating lunch, they returned to their usual activities: 
Toujou sat at the PC, Kawasaki cut up plastic bottles with a box cutter, and 
Koga took out his portable game console. The chime would ring in five 
minutes, but high schoolers don’t stress that stuff. The others could stop 
whenever, but would Koga have time to do anything in those five minutes? 

I put a hand on the door, ready to return to the staff room, when— 

Phones rang. Not a phone; three rang at once. They produced the same 
sounds, though with slight delays. 

It was a full ringtone but didn’t produce a melody. The same exact note 
was repeated at a peculiar rhythm. 

‘Beeeep beep... Beep beeeep... Beep beep beep beeeep... Beep beeeep beep 
beep... Beep beeeep beep beeeep beep’ 

“Ts this... Morse code?” 

The three suddenly rose to their feet at once. 


“To the gymnasium!” Toujou shouted. 


They removed their slippers and shook off the dirt before putting them 
back on and moving to the hallway. Puzzled at their unusual behavior, I de- 
cided to follow them. I didn’t have classes after this anyway. They all ran 
straight for the gymnasium. 

“You don’t need to look at your phones?” 

“Nah, we’re using mailing lists,” Toujou answered. 

“What is that?” 

“A service that’s kinda dying out but basically when you send an email to 
a certain address it also sends it to a whole group. And we’ve set it so that 
address triggers that specific ringtone. We made them in MIDI, one for every 
address. You can already make groups in your directory to send stuff to mul- 
tiple people at once, but MLs do it with unique addresses so you can give each 
a different ringtone.” 

“By the way, just for emergency signals we have five addresses for: your 
own classroom, near the clubroom, the courtyard, on your way home, and 
miscellaneous,” Kawasaki added. 

“Phones are convenient but typing a whole mail in an emergency isn’t al- 
ways realistic. With this, you just send an empty one at a specific address and 
everyone gets the message—no need to talk.” 

So Koga could have used that to quickly relay the state of his fight against Shi- 
royama to everyone. Meanwhile, it took me so much courage just to call 1109... I 
must admit defeat here. 

“That’s pretty clever...but what is it for?” 

“For emergency situations, of course!” 

What in the world had happened? 

Toujou finally opened his phone as we ran down the stairs. 

“It’s from Satake. Koga and Yurippe, you go around the gymnasium 
clockwise, Takumi and I will go counterclockwise. ’Kay?” 

“Around?” 


“There should already be students having classes inside.” 


Right. ... Thinking about it, why was I getting ordered around too? 

Koga ran down the hallway without a word, his slippers still on, following 
the instructed route. I ran after him. 

The door to the storehouse was suspiciously half-open. 

“Satake!” 

Koga’s shout was answered by a hand moving beyond the vaulting boxes. 
It was steeped in red. 

We ran up to it and discovered Satake sitting against the wall. His jacket 
and pants were covered in footprints. His small face was red and swollen, di- 
vided by a river of blood flowing from his nose. 

Even in this situation, his narrow eyes seemed to be smiling. 

“Holy, I’m so glad we set that up.” 

Koga took his phone out and pressed a few buttons. He’d called Toujou, it 
seemed. The other two quickly ran to us. Toujou went down on his knees near 
Satake and looked him in the eyes. 

“Who the fuck got you!?” 

“That can wait, we should call an am-” 

“T’ll be fine!” Satake shouted, interrupting my words. “But Sugino Two-” 

“Was she with you?!” 

“They probably took her to the fuck shed...” 

The expression on the boys’ faces changed for the whole the moment they 
heard that word. Toujou bit his lips, Koga half-closed an eye, and Kawasaki 
reddened up to his ears. 

“Th-the...what?” 

“How the fuck do you not know, aren’t you a teacher! ?” 

“Quick...save Sugino Two...” 

“As of this point our utmost priority is Sugino Two’s safety—did I get it 
right, Satake?” Toujou rephrased Satake’s feeble words for confirmation. 


“Please...” 


Having gotten his confirmation, Toujou stood up. He started speaking al- 
most like a soldier. 

“President Satake Hiroshi confirmed injured. Consequently, commanding 
rights will be transferred to Toujou Yukimaru. Any objections?” 

“Roger!” 

“Okay.” 

“Takumi, how’s the progress on Operation P?” 

Despite having just given his accord, Kawasaki peeled his eyes wide open. 

“Operation P!? That’ll start a war!” 

“How’s the progress?” 

Pressed for an answer, Kawasaki reluctantly obliged, “...Over ten are 
ready.” 

“Alright. Engaging in Operation P! When will we ever use it if not now?! 
Look at what they’ve done, we’re not gonna be cowards! Where is your pride 
as an engineer?! If anything were to happen to Sugino Two, we’d never be 
able to face this guy again!” Visibly heated up, Toujou smashed his left and 
right fists together. “Takumi and I will be the main squad, we’ll go back to 
the clubroom, prepare what we need, and make the final adjustments. Koga, 
you’re our decoy. Hurry to the scene and buy us time however you can. We’ll 
get ready in 40 seconds.35 That’s all—commencing the operation!” 

After some hesitation, I followed Koga. He threw me a glance and mut- 
tered, 

“Tend to Satake’s wounds.” 

“You better not use your assassination garotte.” 

“Tt should be obvious from looking at Satake, they are not alone. Con- 
cealed weapons aren’t the way to go against groups. You alone were enough 


to cut the wire, after all. That’s also why Two didn’t use her stun gun: it runs 


35 Referencing a famous line from the Ghibli animation movie Laputa: Castle in the Sky. 


out of battery after two uses. Which means we’re going against at least three 
people.” 

«’.What’s the ‘fuck shed’?” 

“The old clubroom building next to the pool. I forgot her name but appar- 
ently a manager from the baseball club got gangraped in there a while ago.” 

That’s not possible... That would have been a huge scandal. 

“Did it really happen?” 

“Beats me. But I heard about four rumors of the sort. With that many, 
something must be up.” 

Now I understood why Satake didn’t want to waste time calling an ambu- 
lance—let alone attend classes. 

Koga suddenly froze in his steps. I passed him by a few steps. He inspected 
his surroundings. 

“Yurippe, go ahead if you know which building it is.” 

“Why?” 

“T gotta make preparations too. I’ll be there in under five minutes, just say 
whatever to get their attention and buy time. Isn’t that your specialty?” 

Payback for the other day, huh. But he had a point, there was no time to lose. 
Not to mention, Sugino One had died a virgin. There are things more atro- 
cious than death out there. 

I nodded and ran off. My first actual dash in many years. In indoor sandals, 
at that. My feet would definitely hurt later. 

The old clubroom building was a decrepit prefab. With the fall tempera- 
tures there shouldn’t be anyone within the perimeter of the pool, and yet a 
male student was standing in front of the building that had been abandoned 
years ago. Upon spotting me, he quickly opened the door behind him and 
shouted something inside. I rammed into that student and made it past the 


door. 


The stale air inside was as putrid as a middle-aged man’s stinky feet. It 
also smelled like tobacco. The lights weren’t on, but through the dimness I 
could see dented lockers and a sofa with peeled-off cushions. 

“What are you doing!?” 

The students inside all looked at me at once. There were about five or six 
of them, all boys, ina circle. They seemed to be playing rock paper scissors. 

Sugino Two was in the back. She was sitting on the floor, her wrists heavily 
duct-taped to a flipped-over desk’s legs. Her mouth wasn’t covered, but her 
eyes conveyed a cold yet burning animosity. 

The collar of her uniform had been stretched open, showing bits of her 
green brassiere. Her skirt was also torn in parts and revealed matching pant- 
ies. I didn’t know whether I should be enraged at this horrible sight or re- 
lieved at the fact she still had her underwear on. 

“What are you guys doing!?” I screamed once more. The boys replied in a 
miffed tone, showing no panic whatsoever, 

“Should be pretty obvious, no?” 

Icouldn’t agree more. 

‘“What’s up with you though, why are you here?” 

“Shouldn’t you be paying Fujita a visit or something?” 

“Or are you so lonely you want our company, huh?” 

They exploded in a vulgar laughter. They are totally looking down on me. But 
also, how do they know? Were Fujita and I the only ones who thought our affair 
was a secret? 

Upon closer inspection, one of the boys wasn’t wearing a uniform. That 
boy—or young man, rather, was wearing a black T-shirt with a skull and 
leather pants. He was an alumnus. 

Teachers weren’t a direct threat to him. 

“Do you understand what will happen to you if you do that?” 

“What do you think’s gonna happen to you?” said a student holding a 


camcorder. 


I see, so they know that women can’t do anything if they do that. 

To them, I didn’t hold any more authority than Sugino Two. I could hear 
someone sneaking behind me. 

“Why Sugino Two—Sugino Sarasa?” 

The alumnus in a black shirt snickered. He gave a light kick to Sugino 
Two’s shoulders. 

“Got asked to teach this creepy bitch some manners.” 

“By whom?” 

“Why d’you think I’ll answer that?” 

Fair. 

It should be fairly easy to buy time at least. 

Just like last time, I only need to use my charms as a woman to distract them 
from Sugino Two and sacrifice myself. I should probably put up some resistance 
though, since Koga will be here anytime now. 

I didn’t want him to strangle anyone again. 

“Fujita’s such an asshole, he gets to have fun with you whenever and yet 
he’s still preaching about illicit relationships to us.” 

‘Always doing that arrogant face even though he’s worse than any of us.” 

“Ts it true he got stabbed? Did you do it? Was it his wife?” 

I had to endure the humiliation and sneers. Fujita wouldn’t have let them 
get away with it. Whether that got him stabbed or punched, he wouldn’t have 
yielded. 

But what about me? 

“T guess it’s true that boys only think about sex. You guys are fine with 
anyone, aren’t you?” 

“Hell yeah. Even you, of course.” 

“T find it hard to believe. What would you choose between the shiny 
brand-new car that’s Sugino and Fujita’s second-hand?” 

“Who knows, maybe you got trained by Fujita and became really good? 


And ya know, they say that virgins are a hassle anyway.” 


I also had to endure these lecherous gazes for the time being. One of them 
must have not been brushing his teeth—they were covered in a thick layer of 
yellow plaque. I could put up with old people smelling bad, but a teenager 
with a stinky mouth was too much for me. 

“Maybe say that after taking a bath. I’m expensive.” 

“Huh? The hell, you’re charging Fujita?” 

“Yeah. I’m not interested in men who can’t even buy me an electric car.” 

“How ’bout a deflation, a lil’ deflation spiral, huh?” 

Someone’s hands touched my shoulders. I had never been this disgusted 
by another person’s warmth. 

Something slammed the door. 

“Open the door! Yurippe! Sugino Two!” 

It was Koga. The boys peacefully opened the door for him—they likely 
didn’t want a ruckus around the scene. Thus entered the replacement to Sa- 
take, who had fallen as a martyr for love: the knight on a white horse, the 
lawless assassin. 

...Wearing working gloves, brandishing a mop, and holding two stacked - 
up buckets for some reason. General laughter emerged. 

“The fuck are you? Did you come to clean up?” 

“Yeah, to clean the trash.” 

“With a mop? You fucking otaku play way too much video game. You think 
this is Persona or what?” 

“Tve...never played that game.” 

Koga hadn’t batted an eye at the mockery, but for some reason he seemed 
embarrassed to admit that. 

He suddenly took one of the buckets and put it on his head. The students 
and ex-student burst into laughter. 

‘“What’s that supposed to protect, eh?!” 

“Now you can’t see shit, Bucketman!” 


“Yurippe, you should wear one too,” he offered me the second bucket. 


Sorry, an unmarried woman should rather not put a bucket on her head. ...Is 
the unmarried part even relevant here? I figured it could prove useful to defend 
myself and accepted it just in case. I understood the theory behind the After- 
noon armor, but what did buckets protect from? 

“Lemme tell you something you’ll thank me for later.” 

Koga—now Bucketman—calmly and confidently raised his index finger. 

“Why do you hear ‘The flu is particularly bad this year’ every single year? 
That’s actually because the virus responsible for it gets stronger every year. 
It reproduces every two to three hours and evolves much, much faster than 
humans; in a single year they evolve as much as we would over a thousand. 
Because of that, our previously-effective antibiotics become obsolete very 
quickly. If you were to compare it to an episode from Lewis Caroll’s Through 
the Looking-Glass, it would be the red—” 

“Shuddup.” 

A horizontal kick hit Koga’s hips during his nonchalant rant. He staggered 
and somehow retrieved his balance with the help of the mop. He quickly 
walked up to me, raised the bucket covering his eyes, and told me in a tone 
charged with a hint of panic, 

“The situation took an unexpected turn.” 

“How soe” 

“T was planning on buying 15 minutes with this topic but these guys aren’t 
willing to listen.” 

“That’s unexpected...’ It looks more like an error in design to me.” 

“T don’t have what it takes to be a grim reaper...” 

Please, now is not the moment to get all depressed. 

Still, is this kid saying all of that seriously? That would be quite problematic in 
and of itself. 

“Do you have any kendo experience?” 

“None.” 


“Any plans other than the one that just failed...” 


“None.” 

“You don’t?!” 

“T don’t. Our job is only to buy time until Operation P starts. Until then, 
it’s all ad-lib.” 

“And when is that thing supposed to start...” 

“Who knows, maybe five minutes, maybe fifteen.” 

Would I have to spend fifteen minutes fighting alongside this weird Buck- 
etman? Not to mention, I had no idea what was going through Bucketman’s 
head—I wouldn’t put it past him to take out a concealed weapon and kill 
someone if the situation got dire. I was on the brink of despair, mood-wise. 

“That’s why I told you to go to the hospital with Satake.” 

“T’]l take you up on that offer next time.” 

Someone poked Koga’s head with their fist from behind. He swung the 
mop’s handle at them but got dodged with ease. He was...weaker than I ex- 
pected. Rather, he clearly couldn’t see his surroundings. 

“Dude, I don’t think your bucket’s helping. You sure you don’t wanna take 
it off?” 

“T can’t, I'll die without it.” 

“Hey Bucketman, where are your superpowers?” 

The students started pushing him around for fun. He would stagger and 
awkwardly swing his mop around, rousing their amusement further. His uni- 
form became as covered in footprints as Satake’s in no time. Was this really 
the same person who had elegantly strangled Shiroyama? 

“Female teachers are nice but men are so fucking boring, just get him out.” 

The black T-shirt guy’s order was bad news. Koga swung about the mop, 
but someone caught it and easily robbed him of his weapon. 

He moved to the next step and took out his secondary weapon. Perhaps as 
a homage to Shiroyama, Koga produced a box cutter from his pocket and 
loudly extended the blade, which only caused more laughter from how goofy 
it looked. 


“Ooh la la, a knife, so scary!” 

“You can’t afford a dagger knife, Bucketman?” 

Obviously, Koga couldn’t see anything, so he just swung the box cutter 
randomly. The male students took a few steps back and enjoyed the show. 
Then, someone grabbed my arm again. 

“You come with me, teach.” 

He pushed me down on an old gym mat. I let go of my bucket, lost one of 
my sandals, and lightly bit my tongue in the fall. The bucket rolled away, rais- 
ing metallic sounds. I felt like my skirt had been flipped and my panties were 
visible. 

“Let’s start over. Winner decides whether they get the cheating teacher, 
the virgin, or Bucketman!” 

“Remove the dude!” 

“That stuff’s gotta be in winning order. Bucketman will be the booby 
prize!” 

“Ugh, I can’t lose this one.” 

“Okay, we throw on scissors, alright? Rock!” 

As my and Sugino Two’s fates were about to be decided — 

A morse code started playing out of Koga’s phone. 

‘Beep beep beeeep... Beep beeeep beeeep beep... Beeeep beeeep... Beeeep 
beep beeeep beeeep... beep beeeep beep beeeep’ 

“Yurippe, get down!” 

Koga suddenly held his bucket in place and crouched down. As for myself, 
I was already on my back so I couldn’t really get any more down than now. 

It happened while the students were wondering what had interrupted 
their rock paper scissors bout: The sound of something bursting opened re- 
sounded. Just the sound. 

“What is that? Firecrackers?” 

“Gotta be a lame bluff.” 

“But didn’t the walls shake?” 


The laughters ceased. Immediately after, the prefab building’s frosted 
windows got smashed. They were thick glass panes reinforced with steel 
wires, and yet they’d collapsed as effortlessly as a soufflé. 

Another window got smashed before anyone could process the situation. 
This time, the shards hit nearby students and screams broke out. 

“What the fuck!? You can’t even break that shit with rocks, right?!” 

“Did you guys actually manage to make the nitroglycerin...?” 

“NITRO!?” 

A student repeated my slip of the tongue as something sunk into a locker 
along with a loud roar. While it had been dented from the start, it was now so 
bent you could see the fixtures of the lock through the door and shriveled-up 
cloths from a crack in the metal. 

“B-B-BOMBS!?” 

A general panic now in full motion, the students looked outside the win- 
dow to check what was happening. ...Seriously, how stupid must you be to 
peek at the same window explosives were flying in through? 

In the meantime, Koga offered me a hand and picked up the fallen bucket. 

“Here you go, you’|l die without that on.” 

This time, I had no pause in becoming Bucketwoman. What if a glass shard 
entered my eye? I put the bucket on my head, and the two of us carefully made 
our way towards the wall, still crouched. 

“Violating the weapon possession law is a serious offense! ...Or is it the 
explosives control act here?” 

“Nah.” 

Koga put a finger to his lips, slightly raised his bucket, and whispered, 

“These aren’t explosives. They’re the plastic bottle rockets Takumi has 
been saving up for a while. Operation P stands for plastic bottle. He went 


around various clubs and grocery stores pretending to work for a recycling 


service, patiently collecting them. Looks like he messed up the ballistic cal- 
culations on the first one. Well, he apparently has over ten of them, still pretty 
good.” 

I can’t believe it. 

Normally, you would have enough to make a bottle rocket with two soda 
bottles. You just remove the funnel-shaped top part out of one, insert that 
into the bottom of the other, and tie the whole with duct tape. The sharper 
the tip, the less air resistance it will face and the more stable its course will 
be. Some people add wings or weights to increase the aerodynamism, but they 
don’t usually go further. 

The way to launch them is also most simple: put some water and efferves- 
cent bath salt inside, then faintly cover the lid. I heard people used to do it 
with bike pumps, but this way is more true to chemistry. Either way, the 
launcher ends up drenched in water. 

The bath salt instantly generates CO., which applies enough pressure to 
blast the water past the lid and propel the bottle into the air. That’s all. Alt- 
hough it doesn’t involve gunpowder, one wrong move can cause the bottle to 
rupture and hurt its creator—it’s a fairly dangerous toy. Actual elementary 
children—not the Kawasaki kind—shouldn’t make them. Bottles aren’t solid 
enough to break through walls or anything, but they had smashed windows. 

They could be lethal if they hit someone in the head. 

“This is property damage, you know! ?” 

“Toujou said it was a war. What can you do? He’s more of a Three Kingdoms 
guy than a deduction nerd.” 

“You are bombing a building!” 

“Bombarding, actually.” 

We heard an audio feedback coming from outside, followed by Toujou’s 
triumphant declaration through a megaphone. 

“Hear me: you are surrounded on all sides! Release Sugino Two and the 


rest of the Per—mystery novel club personnel ASAP. We will spare your lives 


if you surrender! We still have a ton more ammo! We can blow up your pre- 
cious building to smithereens whenever we desire!” 

“Ammo...?” 

“Load! Fire!” 

Shortly after the sergeant’s directives, the fifth shot burst through the 
window and a red mass spread out along with the sound of glass smash- 
ing. ... The mat was on fire. The same mat I’d been lying on minutes ago. 

Someone screamed. 

“They’ re fucking nuts!” 

“Yeah!” I followed up. “This is over the line!” 

At this point I didn’t care who was an enemy or not. The students and ex- 
student gathered around the door but couldn’t manage to get it to open. All 
they did was jerking the knob around. 

Did they do something on the outside? 

Bucketman calmly took his jacket off and put off the fire on the mat. He 
wasn’t wearing his Afternoon armor today. 

“This incendiary ammo uses absorbent cotton and rubbing alcohol. It’s 
basically on the level of what you might see in haunted houses. It doesn’t burn 
that well.” 

“The world calls that a Molotov!” 

“This building burning down shouldn’t be a huge deal to anyone. We’ve 
also made grapeshots packed with thumbtacks for what it’s worth, but it’s 
hard to get a stable trajectory with the shifting center of gravity so it’s still in 
the testing phase. Also, we’d all die if they used that here. Sugino, are you 
okay?” 

Sugino, still restrained in the same embarrassing pose, adorned a mixed 
yet composed smile. 

“Bombarding is quite the rare experience. This is 21st century Japan, you 
realize?” 


Koga shrugged and typed an email on his phone. Another morse code rang. 


‘Beep beeeep beeeep beeeep beep... Beep beeeep... Beeeep beeeep beeeep 
beeeep... Beep beep beeeep... Beep beeeep beep beep beep... Beeeep beep 
beeeep... Beeeep beeeep beep...’ 

So you hear your own too. 

The door suddenly opened and the poor bombarding victims frantically 
made their way outside. Meanwhile, Koga cut the duct tape restraining 
Sugino with his box cutter, then handed her his slightly-burnt jacket. Buck- 
etman was more of a gentleman than he seemed. 

The commotion had completely died out by the time we got out of the pre- 
fab. Two white ropes lay near the door. 

Apparently the door knob had been held in place with a bowline, the ulti- 
mate knot Toujou had learned during his airsoft games. The second rope was 
there to loosen the knot from a distance. It seemed locked rooms weren’t just 
a fantasy to him. 

Two people were standing at the end of the rope, where the water marks 
left by rockets converged, about 15 meters away from us. 

There was a huge styrofoam launching pad from which a round opening 
right the size of a bottle had been carved out behind the soccer goal, and a 
masked and goggled Kawasaki next to it, on one knee, loading the next rocket. 
The transparent bag behind him was as big as Santa Claus’, still containing 
half a dozen 1.5L bottles. 

Toujou was wearing a mountain bike camo helmet and the loupe goggles 
Kawasaki usually wore. And...he was holding a flaming torch in one hand. It 
seemed he’d merely wrapped old, alcohol-soaked cloths around a mop’s 
handle and lit them on fire—which hardly made it any more dangerous. Also, 
they didn’t need that thing to launch the rockets... 

It was likely an empty threat to protect the cannon. This powerful missile 
launcher was incredibly weak to short-range attacks. It could be rendered 
useless by a mere kick into the styrofoam cube. The only forces left would be 


Kawasaki who, aside from his dexterity, was no different from an elementary 


schooler—resisting would be futile. He would be bound to suffer the same 
fate as Satake. 

One cannot see far away with loupe goggles; they only made Toujou’s bad 
eyesight even worse. They had probably switched equipment and gave Kawa- 
saki the non-prescription mountain bike goggles so he could align the rocket 
trajectory, something that wouldn’t be feasible otherwise. They had to pro- 
tect the launcher’s eyes in case of an unexpected explosion. 

If you’d been trapped in a building against your will and bombarded—the 
kind of fear no Japanese person would normally experience in their life—only 
to come out and see Toujou, a helmet covering his short hair and goggles hid- 
ing his eyes, brandishing a giant torch at you, you wouldn’t want to pick a 
fight with him. Well, torches weren’t fighting instruments. The gangrapists 
hadn’t feared the box cutter, but a big bright flame proved much more intim- 
idating. 

Basically at the same time Koga took his bucket off and Toujou removed 
his goggles, the three boys made a thumbs up in sync. A laugh suddenly es- 
caped Sugino Two. She bent over forward as she burst into laughter, a hand 
still carefully maintaining the collar of her jacket, 

““..[ mean, Toujou-kun is always talking about how scary Koga-kun and I 
are, when he’s by far the scariest.” 

Then, I saw the principal and vice principal running at us from the first 


building while shouting — 


Mission 8 Kicking Off: The Near-Miss Stratagem! 


~A Man More Enigmatic Than the Enigma~ 


«Listen. I tried to cover you, okay?” 

“Huh, you did?” Kawasaki asked back with a dumbfounded expression. 

“T mean, the mystery club might be gone, but it’s not like the Perfect 
Crime Club’s activities will cease, will they? If you’re going to gather at Koga- 
kun’s place and come up with horrifying plans anyway, I’d rather you did it 
here, where I can monitor you.” 

“Oh, good point, I was thinking of using karaoke but Koga’s place is free.” 

Shoot. I’d accidentally helped them. 

Sugino Two dropped the charges against the gangrapists AKA the baseball 
team, making their failed group rape attempt nil. As a fellow woman, I could 
understand that choice. Instead, Satake Hiroshi sued them for assault and 
bodily injury. 

He’d been punched and kicked by six people, had a broken right arm and 
rib, and four stitches on the head. You can’t make a cast for ribs so he would 
stay hospitalized for a while. 

He’d assumed the shame of pleading as a powerless victim to the police in 
Sugino Two’s stead. Toujou praised his endeavor as ‘the devotion of suspect 
X.’ Officially, the five baseball club members from our school dropped out on 
their own will. The 19-year-old jobless alumnus, however, had been arrested 
for bodily injury. It even ran in the newspapers. 

The problem was Toujou Yukimaru’s retaliation. Given the complicated 
circumstances, his case was to be treated in good faith...but, breaking all 
those windows and lighting a fire took it too far. At least Kawasaki got ex- 
cused by claiming Toujou had roped him in by force. ...Even though he’d done 
all the work. His small stature must have played into his credibility. He might 


actually make a case for being the most dangerous member. 


Anyhow, this was undeniably a case of property damage and arson. It had 
even put I, Koga, and Sugino Two in danger. I hadn’t noticed at the time, but 
the tips of my hair had burned, forcing me to change from a semi-long hair- 
style to a short-cut. Fujita asked me by mail what the hell had happened. 

Covering for them was beyond me. Luckily, the old clubroom was only 
standing because they didn’t have the budget to take it down, so nobody 
would have to pay for repairs. Also, the baseball club members only had shal- 
low cuts on their faces from the shattered glass. Since the damage was in- 
comparable to what Satake had suffered and nobody was willing to take it to 
court, he ultimately got away with a one month suspension. 

And finally, the mystery novel club and baseball club were disbanded. I felt 
compelled to question this decision to punish all sides and invoke 
Chuushingura,° but those bottle rockets were genuinely too potent. They 
were quasi-explosives. Some form of punishment was inevitable after se- 
cretly mass- producing something this dangerous at school. 

However, the clubroom being taken from them was negligible. It was im- 
possible to restrict their unofficial activities as the Perfect Crime Club anyway. 
As proof of that, the currently-suspended Toujou, wearing a camo jumpsuit, 
was brazenly hanging out in the physics storage room, transferring the desk- 
top PC’s data over to an external hard drive. 

“Ain’t it good news for you, though, Yurippe?” he turned to me. “You now 
have a ton of free time to visit Fujita at the hospital.” 


“Wouldn’t it be hella awkward if she ran into his wife?” Kawasaki replied. 


36 Name given to the fictionalized recountings of Kira Yoshinaka’s assassination by 47 ronin 
in the name of vengeance for their master Asano Naganori. The root of the incident dates 
back to when Asano drew his sword on Kira inside Edo Castle during what should have been 
a protocol diplomatic visit, and got sentenced to committing seppuku on the same day. The 
exact reason for his act remains unknown, but many hypothesize he had been provoked by 
an insult. Some, like the samurai serving Asano who led the assassination, were dissatisfied 
at the decision of only punishing one side in that clash, but many argue for it, since common 
sense at the time dictated that drawing a sword inside Edo Castle was to be sentenced with 
seppuku, and Kira didn’t draw his at any point. 


“T mean, I’m the one washing his underwear...” 

“Okay, now, how does this case correlate with Fukuda’s attempted mur- 
der and Ozaki’s knife? Time to reveal master Satake’s deduction!” Toujou 
changed the topic. 

Nowadays you had total access to the internet from the hospital, it seemed. 
Satake sent quite the volume of emails for someone bedridden with his dom- 
inant arm nonfunctional...and so did Fujita. It was a race between which of 
my and Toujou’s phones could ring the most. 

“The baseball club was clearly acting on someone’s orders. So, possibility 
number one: they are all standalones. Each resented Sugino Two on their own 
accord. So Fukuda and Ozaki simply found Sugino Two creepy, and the Were- 
wolf who commissioned the baseball club is unrelated to them. Number two: 
Fukuda is the mastermind behind all of it and thus the Werewolf. Number 
three: same deal but with Ozaki, placing her as the Werewolf. Number four: 
Nasu is the mastermind, and thus—” Toujou gleefully read the messages 
aloud while sporadically clicking with his mouse. 

Still not done, huh. 


The members each gathered their personal effects and packed them in 
cardboard boxes. They had to hand over the room by Monday. For the time 
being, their predecessors’ legacy, which came in the form of countless mys- 
tery novels and manga, would head to Satake’s home by delivery. 

Kawasaki had it the toughest among them. His fragile maquettes would 
break apart in boxes, so he had to carry them home by hand one at a time. 
Luckily, he lived within walking distance and the other three boys gave hima 
hand. 

The only ones left in the clubroom—now, ex-club—were the two women. 
I figured it was a good occasion and cleared my throat, 


“Sugino-san, how do you feel about Satake-kun?” 


“Tn what sense?” 

Sugino Two was sitting on a desk, dangling her legs around as she applied 
colored lip balm. Looking at her, it was hard to imagine she had just gone 
through that frightful experience, even if it had ultimately failed before any- 
thing could happen. 

“Listen... I can tell you don’t love him. I won’t tell you to reciprocate his 
feelings; acting on pity would be the most hurtful thing you could do to him. 
After all, love doesn’t operate on logic. But, don’t you think you could reach 
some form of conclusion with some logic?” 

“With logic? What, for example?” 

“If you weren’t planning on avenging your sister, Satake-kun wouldn’t 
have suffered this injury. Am I wrong? He got two bones broken, he could re- 
alistically have died from this. You’re entitled to wasting your life. But don’t 
you feel sorry for him? You don’t have the right to toy with Satake-kun’s life. 
The same goes for Toujou-kun, he got suspended for a full month for your 
sake. And I’m not letting you say you didn’t ask for help. You roped them into 
this yourself, didn’t you?” 

“Ts that what you call logic?” She rubbed her lips together, put the lid on 
her lip balm, and stored it in her bag. She then shot mea furtive glance. “Sorry, 
but I don’t think it’s quite fair to blame Toujou-kun’s suspension on me. My 
excuse would rather be, ‘I never asked him to go that far’—he could have 
simply called the police while Koga-kun was distracting the others. I knew 
about Operation P, but I never imagined he would actually put it into action.” 

“Well, I’m also to blame for that. I didn’t even know about the ‘fuck shed.’ 
And...I didn’t think he would snap that easily.” 

“Let’s set others aside for the time being. What about you, Yuri-sensei? 
You broke up Fujita’s family for your own selfish love—by egoism.” 

““.These two things are-” 

“Unrelated? I don’t think so. Fujita’s wife might have abandoned him re- 


gardless of your involvement—let’s assume that to be the case. Even then, 


aren’t you the one who robbed Fujita’s son of his father? Didn’t that affect 
him emotionally? You toyed with someone’s future for your own ego. Aren’t 
you the same as I?” 

“Satake-kun risked his life!” 

“That’s merely a matter of perspective. The dangers befalling him are 
very short-term. However, Fujita’s son might turn to crime, commit suicide, 
or even become an abusive father a decade from now.” 

“That’s sophistry.” 

“Ts it really? I know the truth, though.” Sugino Two put up a vivid smile. 
“Enough with this whitewashing—you wish for destruction. For the devas- 
tation of the world. For humanity to go extinct. You’re dying to take out your 
despair on others. You will do anything for that end. How about you admit it? 
You’re hoping for the downfall of the world, aren’t you? Me and my issues are 
trivial to you.” 

““..5o that’s what you meant by knowing the truth.” 

“T see you’re quite used to hospitals. Be honest: you just want to lash out 
at me, don’t you?” 

“Such a vulgar suspicion. I’m saying this out of concern.” 

“For our future? What a joke, you’re jealous of us. You’re jealous because 
we have something you don’t. You’ re jealous because we are trying to achieve 
something you can’t.” 

Her pleated skirt danced in the air as she got off the desk. Her legs wrapped 
in white knee socks were so thin they could have broken just from that fall. 

Indeed, I was jealous. Jealous at the overwhelming hope this girl had. Jeal- 
ous at her infinite future. 

...At what she was trying to throw away without a second thought. 

“Your lecture is done, I imagine? If you may excuse me, I will now take 
responsibility and pay Satake- kun a visit. Hmm, what flowers should I get for 
him?” 


Even while feigning ignorance, she was beautiful. 


The three boys only came back fifteen minutes later. 

“Huh, where’s Sugino Two?” 

“Visiting Satake-kun.” 

““..Good for you, Satake... Man, my heart is aching...” Acting out of char- 
acter, Toujou raised his glasses and rubbed his eyes. Honestly, as a neutral 
party, his acting wasn’t anything to brag about. 

Kawasaki puckered his lips. “Not showing a good example... Two-senpai 
said she would do a clean install of the OS but this thing still got two more 
hours to go.” 

“C’mon, he put his body on the line and now his feelings are finally getting 
rewarded. Have some sympathy,” Toujou told him off. 

“Two hours from now means past five, though...” 

The moving would then eat into their Saturday. I sighed and raised a hand. 

“Since it’s the last time, let me do something advisor-like for once. I’ll 
treat you to a meal...if you’re alright with a chain restaurant.” 

“Ohhh! Yurippe finally showed her dere side!” 

‘What does that mean? Also Toujou-kun, show some remorse! You shut 
down the mystery novel club after 18 years of activities, you realize! ?” 

“The hell did I do wrong? I bet my seniors would be proud of me! The mys- 
tery novel club, voted as the bleakest gathering of otaku over even the ping 
pong club, brilliantly crushed the delinquent baseball team with sheer fire- 
power! I’m not regretting shit!” Toujou gave a thumbs down with a bright 
smile. Koga also nodded, while Kawasaki scratched his face with a mixed ex- 
pression. 

“That firepower thing, sure, but where’s the mystery part in plastic bottle 
rockets?” 


“You made those!” 


“You’re suspended, at least pretend to reflect on your actions! I swear, 
I’ve never seen kids as turbulent as you all.” 

“Call us the 00s generation of the mystery novel club! Can’t create shit 
without destruction! The last resort to supplementing the shin honkaku 
movement?’ devoid of any traces of humanity is realistic strategizing!” 


I had no clue what he was saying. 


“Mhm, if we were just drinking tea I’d say Gusto, but for eating...Royal 
Host maybe?” Toujou thought aloud. 

“How ’bout Bikkuri Donkey?” Kawasaki suggested. 

“You don’t go there on someone’s treat, come on. Changing angle, what 
about Mos?” 

“T think the closest place is a Saizeriya,” Koga commented. 

“Hey, Yurippe said she’s paying, that qualifies as deserting under enemy 
fire!” 

Who even was that enemy? 

The aimless trio had become a duo then added the enigma Koga in their 
rank, making for a bizarre assortment. That being said, Koga felt less blood- 
thirsty than he used to as of late. 

He still spent the majority of his time staring at his phone or console and 
barely speaking, but that abnormal aura surrounding him had mostly dissi- 
pated. Kawasaki and Toujou had revealed quite the abnormal behavior them- 


selves, so maybe that had helped him blend in. Like camouflage. 


37 Major movement in Japanese mystery novels that began in 1987. Migiwa is part of the gen- 
eration that debuted from the Mephisto Prize in the 00s alongside Nisio Isin, Maijo Otaro, 
Sato Yuya, Kitayama Takekuni, Furuno Mahoro, Tsujimura Mizuki, and many others. 


https://jmystery.fandom.com/wiki/Shinhonkaku_Detective Fiction 


Toujou walked by putting his right arm and leg forward at the same time 
(that makes you faster, apparently), Kawasaki by almost taking jumps with 
his small legs, and Koga crouching his back. 

Jeez, and yet they’re just normal kids in times like these. 

As we passed through the hallway connecting to the first building, we 
heard voices coming from the adjacent gymnasium. They were holding a 
match of some sort. Hearing the shoes screeching against the floor and the 
ball, it suddenly came back to me. 

Thad completely forgotten, today was— 

“Huh, the basketball’s club’s in a match? Did another team come over?” 
Toujou started. 

“Sure looks like it. Our school’s uniform is blue after all,” Kawasaki re- 
marked. 

“They’re still holding a match after all that happened, eh.” 

“You don’t get to say that, Toujou,” Koga told him off. 

He probably hadn’t noticed yet. 

The students inside, right beyond this wall, were his former teammates. 

“You used to play too, right, Koga?” Toujou asked. “Do you get the itch 
seeing stuff like this?” 

“Nah, not really. I was kinda forced to play to begin with.” 

“Oh, your parents forced you into it?” 

“Something like that.” 

“Gee, how big into Slam Dunk are they?” 

“That’s not why.” 

“D’you hate it now?” Kawasaki asked. 

“Not really. Feels kinda weird thinking I don’t have to play anymore. You 
know how people say they feel like they can do anything? It’s like the oppo- 
site.” 


“The opposite...” 


“Feels like everything I used to find unpleasant actually existed for my 
sake.” He spoke with a maturity unthinkable for a 16 year old. “I used to get 
ordered left and right all the time and found it annoying. I always wished it 
would all go away, but when I got actually told it was all a tremendous waste 
and I didn’t need to do it anymore, it felt like I had nothing left. ...I didn’t have 
anything left I could do.” 

“Ts that related to you being all alone?” 

“Yeah. The first 16 years of my life were for nothing. If I want them back, 
it would take me another 16 years. 32, huh. Isn’t Fujita about that age? That’s 
kinda amazing. He has a wife and kid and also you, Yurippe.” 

“He’s not as blessed as you seem to think, I assure you,” I muttered, which 
actually made me feel awful. “At 32, would it take until age 64 to get his life 
back in order? And what, I would have to live to be over 50 to get everything 
back? Yeah, hopeless. With-” a smile I myself found atrocious appeared on 
my face. “With that line of thought, I can’t blame you for wanting to kill 
someone.” 

Then, suddenly, Koga stopped in his tracks and went dead silent. Seem- 
ingly not because my words had struck something in him. 

“Mn? What is it?” 

His eyes were glued to where the gymnasium’s wall ended. There was just 
a fence there. Actually— 

People were sitting on the side entrance’s stairs. 

Koga abruptly took his hands out of his pockets and straightened his back. 
Although it had never hit me because he was always crouched, now I could 
see just how incredibly tall he was. He might have even been over 180 centi- 
meters. 

Maintaining that stance, he walked straight down the hallway, still in his 
slippers. 


“Koga?” Toujou called out to him, but he didn’t turn back. 


Depending on the angle you sawit from, his straightened walk might have 
looked like a Buckingham Palace guard’s well-regulated gait. The absence of 
a firm tap at his every step felt almost unnatural. He wasn’t the same Koga 
we knew. 

On the concrete steps leading to the side entrance, there was a boy with 
brown hair. He and a girl were looking at the same phone, laughing over 
something. A heartwarming scene. 

The boy was in a red basketball uniform—not our school’s color. The girl 
was wearing a gray blazer, a deep red necktie, and a jumper skirt. 

They were from Youka Academy. 

Koga neatly stopped in front of the two, positioned his arms parallel to his 
body with yet again impressive precision, and bowed. 

“Tt has been a while, Masaki-san. I am at a loss for words as to how I 
should apologize for the rudeness I have shown on this occasion.” 

I couldn’t believe these words had come out of Koga’s mouth. Although 
we were obviously surprised, the boy with brown hair also looked up in con- 
fusion. 

“.The heck are you, a period drama actor? C’mon, the pretty teacher over 
there’s all creeped out,” he said, looking at me. 

I couldn’t tell from the side, but now I saw that it was a cute child with 
well-defined features and big eyes. I might have assumed him to be a girl at 
first if not for the thin basketball uniform. He was a boy of exceptional 
beauty— much more so than short-lived cash grab idols. 

His last name was written above his number on the uniform: TACHI- 
BANA.38 


38 Tachibana Masaki is incidentally the detective of Migiwa’s shin honkaku debut series, 
Thanatos. It follows the pretty boy twin brothers Masaki and Yoshiki trying to survive murder 
cases often occuring in places they travel to because of Yoshiki’s fish obsession. While Ma- 
saki seems frivolous at first glance, it is mostly a facade and, just like his deductive skills, is 
part of the extreme survival mindset he had to develop in order to survive around Yoshiki, a 


...Congressman Tachibana Seiju’s legitimate child. 


“Sorry. Go ahead without me,” Koga briefly said to us. 

We all looked at each other and nodded in, then pretended to leave...only 
to hide right behind the corner. Without any briefing. We all strained our ears. 
For some reason, Kawasaki was standing on his toes. We could hear the young 
Tachibana mutter, 

“Dude, can you read the room? I was vibing with my GF.” 

“Oh, your girlfriend. A beauty, I would expect no less.” 

“Tsk, who cares.” 

... Tachibana was clearly in a dominant position over Koga, who was care- 
fully choosing his words. Even though they were the same age according to 
my data. 

“Damn, didn’t know Koga-senpai could speak this formal,” Kawasaki 
muttered. 

Right, Koga spoke casually without honorifics to teachers and third years 
like Satake (though Satake might just not be respected by anyone). On the 
other hand, Tachibana spoke quite fast in an arrogant, slurred tone. 

‘“Why’d you leave your pals behind and come over? Ignore us and go on 
your way, the exit’s over there. I already went out of my way to sit somewhere 
remote from the main path, ’kay?” 

“T figured I ought to greet you.” 

“Ahh, don’t do that stuff, c’ mon, you’d be in deep shit if that made its way 
to this school’s peeps, ya know that? We already did so much to avoid that.” 


heavily-traumatized hikikomori who earned himself the online nickname Thanatos for con- 
stantly attracting death to those around him, be it family members or random passersby. 


“Erm, who’s this boy?” That was probably the girl next to Tachibana. He 
answered in a pretty miffed tone, 

“You know, the guy I told you about.” 

“So that stuff really happens, huh.” 

“Yeahhhh, I have it tough, myself. You’re my heart’s only oasis, Tsukki.” 

They seemed to be having fun between themselves. Koga didn’t show any 
distaste towards their attitude. He was still talking like a henchman. 

“Um, Masaki-san. If you would please take out your phone.” 

“Mn? My phone? What for?” 

“T mean, you probably don’t know my current number so I thought I 
should provide it in case you ever need it.” 

“Nah, I really don’t need that crap.” 

“T’m sorry, that was brazen of me, of course.” 

“Why d’ya apologize, no need to be such a downer.” 

For a short while we could only hear the faint sounds from phone buttons 
being pressed. We stayed silent for the whole duration, though I could see 
Toujou and Kawasaki internally screaming “Koga apologized!?!” in their eyes. 

“That’s your current name? Wait, what even was it before?” Tachibana 
asked. 

How on earth were they acquaintances without him knowing his name? 

“You can have it as Third, like before.” 

“Fuck no I can’t, the third son would be last if I registered it that way. ...Did 
you change your phone? You had a Docomo before, didn’t you?” 

“Y-yeahe” 

“Don’t hit me with that, kills the mood. So what, got nothing to talk about 
even though you called out to me?” 

“T’m sorry. ...Are you not playing in the match?” 

“Just a benchwarmer, like always.” 

“.1’m sorry.” 


“T’m not one for you, shuddup.” 


“T’m sorry.” 

“Man, you’re dumb. Don’t talk to people when you got no topics.” 

“T’m sorry.” 

“Gee, just go already. I’m the one being awkward now.” 

“T’m sorry.” 

Koga had only been apologizing. But then, suddenly, he said on his own, 

“Erm, I strangled someone the other day.” 

..What the hell? Tachibana didn’t seem disturbed, he’d probably taken it as 
a joke. He swiftly brushed it away, 

“Hmm, and? Who was it? Did they die?” 

“No, they didn’t.” 

“.The fuck were you trying to show off by telling me that?” 

“T mean, you wanted a fun topic, so...” 

“How the hell is that fun? You seriously suck at conversing.” 

“T’m sorry. ...Ah, I also shattered all the windows of a building with plastic 
bottle rockets.” 

“Who are you, Ozaki Yutaka?2° So you’re a delinquent now?” 

“That’s not really the case.” 

“Anyway, you have no feel-good story to brighten my youth?” 

“You already have a pretty girlfriend, don’t you? I would expect no less 
from you, Masaki-san.” 

“Don’t say it again, it sounds insincere now, geez.” 

Silence. These two really didn’t mesh. Though I imagined Koga was doing 
his best despite not being used to talking a lot. However, he seemed to have 
scooped up some courage for his next line, 


“Um, Masaki-san...can I really not go back to your side?” 


39 Referencing the lyric “I ran around breaking window glasses in the school building at night” 
from Ozaki Yutaka’s 1985 hit single “Graduation.” 


“Huh? The fuck are you saying, are you stupid, are you actually stupid, 
what the hell, are you stupid, wanna die?” 

Tachibana was audibly fed up with him. Koga spoke like he was on his 
knees. 

“T’m sorry. ...Of course I can’t.” 

“Come on, it’s not because I don’t wanna, you know that. D’you have a 
brain in there?” 

“T’m sorry, I’m just stupid.” 

“Stop that, you’re making it sound like I’m bullying you,” Tachibana 
facepalmed and let out a long sigh. “You don’t have a place there anymore. 
You gotta find a new life for yourself, I beg you.” 

“T’m sorry.” 

“D’you really get it? Is your body the only thing that grew up in you?” 

“T’m sorry.” 

“That’s all you’ve been saying for a while now. And you keep lowering 
your head, are you a metronome? I’ve already got a moron to take care of at 
home, I don’t need more.” 

Was the transfer a decision from their parents and not something they wished 
for? It’s obvious from how they speak they weren’t treated equally, but it doesn’t 
seem like he got bullied away from there either. As we were straining our ears 
even further— 

“What are you doing there?” 

Sugino Two was standing before us. Everyone had been too focused on 
these two to notice her. 

She was still in her usual uniform, her haircut unchanged, and wasn’t 
wearing Sarasa’s glasses. She was holding a box from acake shop in her hand. 
That logo was from a famous local store whose base price was 350 yen. 

Hold on a minute, didn’t she go visit Satake? That’s way too quick to be back 
already. Also, she better have bought that cake for him. He’s hospitalized for a bro- 


ken rib, they’re not controlling his diet. Woe is you, Cyrano de Bergerac Satake. 


Toujou made a grimace as he took big gestures with both hands, appealing 
to her in silence. Knowing him, it might have been flag semaphore. 

However, this wasn’t the moment to be preoccupied about Toujou’s lan- 
guage skills or Satake’s bleak love chances. The three of us put a finger to our 
lips to demand Sugino Two’s silence, which she proudly ignored. She passed 
by us and walked towards Koga. 

“Koga-kun, who are these people?” 

Koga and Tachibana looked at her. While the former kept an impassive ex- 
pression, though with a hint of surprise, Tachibana promptly stood up and 
pointed at her. His eyes peeled wide open, he shouted in a half-cracked voice, 

“Wh-what, huh, d-didn’t you die already! ?” 


Mission 9: The Deduction’s Almost Ready Too! 


~Time For the Powerless Villagers to Hang the Werewolf~ 


Satake: OK nice, this Werewolf game is nearing its end! 

(+ a+ je 

Toujou: Didn’t think we’d get a Medium this late into it lol 

Koga: Grim Reaper” fits him more 

Kawasaki: are we sure it’s not a fake werewolf or madman claim 
tho? 

Koga: Masaki-san isn’t that kind of person 

He only ever tells lies that benefit him. He has nothing to 
gain from deceiving Sugino Two 

Satake: Only if we assume that he’s not the Werewolf. 

Koga: If he is we’ve already lost 

Sugino Two what do you think? Having met him in person and all 

Sugino: On him being a Werewolf? lol 

He is clearly on a different level than Outa-kun, Fukuda Maiko, 
or Nana Ozaki, I agree. But he feels more like a Fox Spirit”' than 


a Werewolf...or actually, a Grim Reaper, as Koga-kun said. It’s 


40 A human role siding with the Werewolves and winning alongside them (although the 
Werewolves don’t know who the Grim Reaper is). Anyone targeting it at night will die —be it 
a Medium from the village, a Werewolf, or a third party—their effects still applying. Also, if 
hanged, anyone that voted for it dies immediately. 


41 A non-human role not siding with either the village or the Werewolves. Its victory condi- 

tion is simply to be alive at the end of the game—consequently resulting in the loss of eve- 

ryone else. Werewolves cannot kill it at night, so the only ways to eliminate a Fox Spirit are 

to hang it during the day or to have a Medium check its role (which will give a ‘Not a Werewolf’ 
verdict and trigger a special curse kill). 


impossible for us to hang him. When going against someone you have 
no chance of defeating, the best strategy is to go around elimi- 
nating the weaker options. 

Satake: Options like... (¢# +) 

Sugino: It’s simple, you don’t need to cut Yamata no Orochi’s 
heads one by one and burn the wounds to slay it. Just destroy the 


body. 


The meeting between Sugino Two and Tachibana Masaki, the boy more 
enigmatic than the enigma that is Koga Takaya, took place the day after the 
match. Upon entering a cafeteria near the station and spotting him, Sugino 
Two furrowed her brow. 

Tachibana Masaki looked like your normal teenager, with his washed- 
purple long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans. The problem was the girl sitting next 
to him. 

She wore a light-pink dress with floral motifs, overlapped with a red, 
long-sleeved camisole. While her face was well-featured, you could see hints 
of metal from the orthodontic braces in her mouth. 

“Didn’t we agree on coming alone?” 

“And having a secret meeting with a random girl when I already have a 
girlfriend? Not even random, a screwed-up deviant cosplaying as her dead 
sister to avenge her. I’m not that dumb, sooorry. Right?” 

“True!” 

Tachibana and the girl looked at each other and smiled. This was an ex- 
ample of ‘normies.’ 


“ ..Whatever. As long as you keep your word.” 


Sugino sighed, turned on her heels, and headed for the counter. She or- 
dered a short café latte, then sat across from Tachibana. 

“T’ll cut to the chase. Did you really see my corpse?” 

“Your, huh. I’m also the one who reported it to the police...I think.” 

“You think?” 

“Whaddya want, memory’s a bit fuzzy.” 

“Isn’t discovering a corpse quite the rare experience? Is it really that for- 
gettable?” 

“Tt ain’t as rare as you’d think, actually. And what can I do, people just 
forget stuff. Is this a dementia test? Did I fail or something?” 

“Seeing my death being forgotten so quickly is pretty upsetting.” 

“Sorry. Can’t get back what I forgot, though,” Tachinaba’s tone was so 
frank his apology didn’t come off as one. 

Sugino Two rubbed a finger against her temple. 

“The person who discovered my corpse being acquainted with Koga-kun 
feels too good to be true, quite honestly. I heard you live in Tokyo. What busi- 
ness did you have over here?” 

“Life is full of coincidences. Dunno, something must’ve happened that got 
me walking in the area. I spend a lot of time just walking around, nothing 
special. Erm, who’s ‘Koga’ again? Third? Not like I chose where he would 
transfer, really not my business. Anyway, are you out of questions?” 

“T want to know the details at the time of discovery. Did you forget that 
too?” 

“Mmh, got the date of death?” 

“May 23rd.” 

“This year?” he asked nonchalantly as he produced an aluminum case 
from his sling bag. 

It looked like a business card holder at first glance, but once opened, it re- 


vealed to be full of microSD cards in gray foam. Since the individual cards 


were tiny, the stickers with the dates written on them were spread out on the 
foam. 

After some roaming, his fingers pulled one out and inserted it into a silver 
voice recorder. His voice came out of the machine. It was close to how he 
sounded, though even more cool-headed. 

‘“..The corpse belongs to awoman, probably a high schooler. She is wear- 
ing a Sailor uniform with long, black sleeves. The collar line and tie are white. 
At first glance, it doesn’t look like rape. I can identify traces of a thin string 
strangling her neck and of fingers scratching to get that string off her. Maybe 
she was assaulted from behind. Her expression shows pain. The scratches on 
her neck went deep enough to cause blood effusions. The culprit showed poor 
skill, she wouldn’t have struggled as much if they’d applied the pressure on 
her carotid artery. They seem to have gone for her trachea...” 

The salaryman who was typing on his laptop at the table behind stared at 
them with wide-open eyes, but nobody paid him any mind. 

It was like a chicken race. A battle of who would step on the brakes first. 

However, nobody did. Even Tachibana’s girlfriend kept drinking her soy 
latte with a straight face. 

Cars would have been falling into the abyss beyond the cliff, but maybe 
minds soar high up. Those in heaven or those in hell, who are the real win- 
ners? 

The recorder stopped when it ran out of data to play. The boy and the girls 
spent a while in pure silence. The first one to say something was Sugino Two. 

“Do you always have that on you?” 

“Tt’s more convenient this way. Else I just forget things.” 

Tachibana casually replied as he turned the recorder off, pulled out the 
card, and returned it to the case. The black luster on the cards in the moment 
right before closing it was overwhelmingly ominous. 

Digitized mortuary tablets of tomorrow. 


“What recordings do the other cards contain?” 


“Answering that would reveal personal information, sorry. Oh right, I also 
have data in my digital camera. Interested?” 

Sugino Two didn’t shy away. She peered into the silver camera’s small 
screen with a steady, unfazed gaze. 

She gave the camera back after a while. 

“T see. It contains information only the police, the person who discovered 
the corpse, and the family tasked to identify the body would know about. And 
one more person—the culprit. Wouldn’t you agree?” Sugino Two tapped on 
the table with her fingers. “You love watching dead girls. You love recording 
your own voice while watching their corpses, like you showed me. That’s why 
you strangled me and recorded all that before calling the police, pretending 
to have stumbled upon the corpse.” 

“Argh, for fuck’s sake, you’re one of those... There’s one in every other 
victim’s family. That’s why I didn’t wanna meet anyone. I can’t stand women 
who can’t believe in people’s good will,” he shook his head, sounding com- 
pletely fed up. 

The girl next to him put a hand on his shoulder, 

“Maa-kun, you always do that? Must be awful.” 

“T envy those who think I’m discovering those corpses ’cause I want to. I 
only showed up ’cause I’m indebted to Third, and this woman sure ain’t help- 
ing.” 

“Are you talking about Koga-kun?” 

“Mm? Is that his name? Koga, eh. Koga. I just suck at remembering names, 
nobody stays for long anyway.” 

“What is Koga-kun to youe” 

“What is he again?” Tachibana asked the girl next to him in a joking tone. 

“Who knows?” she tilted her head in response. 

“We ain’t exactly pals, right? ...Wait, am I really indebted to him? This 
whole thing’s getting dubious, can I go home?” 


“Running with your tail between your legs?” 


“Sure, if that makes you happy. Still, you really think I’m the culprit after 
looking at these pics? It’s pretty hard for a man to get that, you know?” 

“T think you’re exaggerating. Especially if your girlfriend right here were 
to help.” 

“We started dating last month. You died in May. There’s a whole five- 
month difference.” 

“Also,” the girl added, “even if you test my DNA it won’t match with the 
one on that. Too bad, this route leads to a bad end.” 

“Tah-tah, tah-tah-tah, tah-tah, tah, taaah,” Tachibana hummed a 
game-ish music, then left his seat. “Enjoy the credits for a bit. Gotta go to the 
toilet.” 

Sugino Two used that opportunity to glare at the girl whose name she 
didn’t know. 

“Have you noticed? Your ‘Maa-kun’ took you here to use you as a shield. I 
might have snapped during this conversation and brandished a knife or 
something. If that had happened, he would have used people weaker than him 
as decoys and ran away.” 

“Is that meant to be a warning?” The girl didn’t meet eyes with Sugino 
Two. Her elbows sitting on the table, she calmly stirred her soy latte with a 
straw. “If so, tough luck. I’m stronger than Maa-kun. And I don’t mean it as 
me practicing martial arts. So I don’t think I’d lose to you either. Even if you 
were hiding a gun or anything, I’m confident I would win just with that mind- 
set. I won’t lose to you. You can’t win against me,” she delivered with a faint 
smile, revealing the silver metal in her mouth. “Maa-kun is mine. For eternity. 
Whether he wants it or not.” 

“Borderline stalker, huh.” 

“You don’t have a heart for literature. Love calls for and expects insanity. 
You can’t call an upright, sensical romance one. Study more, sheltered 
lady. ...Maa-kun called you a deviant, but it seems you hardly deserve it. Know 


your place.” 


Tachibana came back, wiping his hands with a handkerchief, before the 
conversation could go any further. His eyes alternated between the two girls’ 
faces. 

“Ohh, some girly tension?” 

“Exactly, I was teaching this cheeky brat that Maa-kun belongs to me.” 

“Man, sorry for that, all because I’m so cool. It ain’t easy being popular.” 

“T swear. You even forced me to play the bad role, make it up to me. I want 
the berry tart from Patisserie Quatre.” 

“Aye aye,” Tachibana put up two fingers and made some kind of salute 
before picking up his sling bag. “We’re done here, right?” 

“Yeah, you may go.” 

The girl stood up at Sugino Two’s approval and the two left the shop, arms 
crossed. 

After they left, a boy stood up in the back. He removed the baseball cap 
hiding his face and sat across Sugino, an iced coffee in hand. 

“Get it now? He’s of immortal status. A brethren of God. Can’t compare 
him to trash like Shiroyama or the baseball team. We can’t win against him 
as we are. We’d be wasting our lives trying.” 

As Koga spoke, Sugino Two put a hand to her face and sighed. 

“Damn it, I thought the girl might show some cracks, but that backfired. 
I’ll need to remember that, the berry tart at Patisserie Quatre.” 

“That?” 

“But anyway, what even is he? Do all people who discover corpses con- 
veniently have a voice recorder in their pocket?” 

“That’s why he’s scary.” 

“T didn’t know you could be scared of anything. What is he to you, even?” 

Koga froze neatly as he was about to take a sip of his coffee. He maintained 
silence for a while, then briefly answered, 

“My life.” 


Sugino Two adorned a smile and joked, 


“You mean like Clannad?” 
“What’s that?” 
“Tife.” 


Satake: So, what’s your relationship with that Medium, Koga? 
(¢ a ) 

Koga: ..-To put it in really simple terms, we’re acquaintances 
From my previous school 

Satake: Not friends? (-_-; 

Koga: No. But I trust him 

1711 be blunt. He’s stronger than Toujou. I’m not even in the 
ballpark. Bottle rockets don’t work on him. Even Kawasaki can’t 
make a dent in him 

Toujou: wtf kind of Perfect Zeong” is he 

Koga: I mean he’s a grim reaper. Might be the strongest high 
schooler in all of Japan 

Satake: I Googled ‘Tachibana’ and ‘Youka,’ this guy’s abso- 
lutely nuts, what the hell. 

Koga: He’s pretty much everywhere 

Sugino: lol I still can’t believe Koga-kun is praising someone 


that much 


42 Originating from the Gundam-related manga series Plamo-Kyoshiro, this custom proto- 
type is a self-proclaimed perfect version of the MSN-02 Zeong, a model seen in the original 
Mobile Suit Gundam TV series. 


Koga: can’t go too much in detail cause privacy and all, but 
whatever it takes, don’t pick a fight with him. This is a warning. 
Don’t get involved with Thanatos. You’11 die. 

Kawasaki: Can we set that aside for a bit 

Two-senpai, what did you mean by “setting up a trap”? 

Sugino: Well, it would be too obvious if I went there myself 


Doesn?t Yuri-sensei exist for this role? 


People complained about the lingering summer heat this year, but Octo- 
ber nights were still chilly. I was cold even with my white gown. I was using 
hand warmers so my fingers could at least move when needed, but...why had 
I agreed to doing this? 

Well, the answer was actually simple. Sugino Two said that role would 
have fallen on Satake if I refused. ‘A broken rib doesn’t keep you from talking; 
you can even do it in a wheelchair.’ She even went on about how wheelchair 
detectives reminded her of Lincoln Rhyme and Professor Hawking and she 
found men like that really cool. That brat was destined to rot in hell. 

As I was blowing my nose into a handkerchief, the door finally opened. She 
timidly revealed herself. 

“’.Yuri-sensei? What is it?” 

If I wanted to talk in private, the infirmary was as good a place as any. I 
wouldn’t go out of my way to call her to the roof after sunset. She should have 
some expectations from the context alone—so was she acting, or did she re- 
ally not know? I wished it was the latter. 

Was there an unwritten rule that these things must be done somewhere 
elevated? 


“.Which salon do you get your nail art done in?” 


“Huh? I do it all myself; the fake nails, manucure, and gemstones. It’s ac- 
tually quite easy.” 

“Hm, I see.” 

I handed her a B5-size sheet of photographic paper. It was apparently 
done with a convenience store’s laser printer. You can do anything these days 
even without Kawasaki’s skills. 

“This was found at Sugino Sakura-san’s crime scene.” 

The picture was of a pink nail with glass gemstones encrusted. 

Nail art was forbidden in our school. Both for students and teachers. 

“T have one more piece of evidence. The traces on Sugino Sakura-san’s 
neck— specialists call them ligature marks. It looked like she was strangled 
from behind, but that’s actually wrong. The culprit wrapped a string around 
her neck as they passed by her, then raised her body with their back to hang 
her.” 

Like Koga had done to Shiroyama. 

‘When a girl passes by a man this late at night, would she walk at a stran- 
gling distance? She would normally move to the side. Which means the cul- 
prit isa woman. But the method of strangling they used puts a lot of stress on 
the hips. They must be quite tall. Ozaki-san and Fukuda-san aren’t. You’re 
the only one who fits.” 

I muttered, as though sighing. 


“You’re the only one, Kojima-sensei.” 


Mission 10: Confrontation! True Culprit! 
~He That Is Without Sin Among You, Let Him First Cast a Stone at Her~ 


Kojima Mari was donning a faint smile. 

“How can you conclude that I’m the culprit from just that, I’m curious? I 
came to this school after Sakura-san passed away, I had no connections with 
her prior to that.” 

“Kojima-sensei, you can be honest now. You went to Shiroyama-kun’s 
house to convince him to go to school, didn’t you? What did you talk about?” 

“T cannot betray a student’s privacy.” 

This is the key. 

A school counselor’s job isn’t just to sit and wait at the infirmary. She has 
to justify her salary by making private visits to other problematic students — 
such as those who don’t attend school, or those with worrying family situa- 
tions. 

“Are you the one who made Ozaki-san carry a knife? You even choose a 
time where Koga-kun would be there for counseling.” 

“T sadly have no idea what you’ re talking about.” 

“Our school forbids any kind of blade. We’re so strict we only allow a spe- 
cific kind of pencil sharpener. If Ozaki-san walked around with a knife, any- 
one would assume she was targeting Sugino Two. But Sugino Two wasn’t in 
the infirmary. Not on that day. She should have known that much. She was 
better off ambushing her at the gate during the morning commute. The in- 
firmary isn’t exactly a deserted area, there’s no point in waiting there with a 
blade. How did you deceive her?” 

“What’s your guess?” 

“Well, I wasn’t there myself. But let’s see... ‘If Nasu-kun doesn’t have an 
appetite, how about you make him a bento? I can at least teach you how to peel 
apples, just bring over a knife you’re used to handling.’ Pretty shameless be- 


havior, it’s obvious you don’t cook from your nails.” 


“That’s quite the judgment from someone who didn’t hear it firsthand.” 

“T mean, is there any other way to make a girl carry a knife than instigat- 
ing a competitive mindset?” 

Even in the Edo Era you would get arrested for carrying a knife outside a 
kitchen. 

“How did you get the baseball team and Fukuda-san under your spell? 
With how pretty you are, you must have quite a lot of boys coming over to see 
you for no reason, eh?” 

“That’s sexual harassment, Yuri-sensei.” 

“You don’t say. Who thought of this...” 

“Ts it not you?” 

“The mystery novel club has five frightful juvenile detectives, you see. I’d 
recommend running away even now while you still can and turning yourself 
in. It can’t be worse than the alternative.” 

This line wasn’t in the script, but some genuineness shouldn’t hurt, in 
moderation. 

“Why are you doing your nails in the same way as the culprit to begin 
with? It’s been almost half a year. You could have changed that whenever. 
You’re participating in our game on purpose, aren’t you?” 

“Your game. Sure. Let’s leave it at that.” 

Kojima then laughed out loud. 

“Not as innocent as your looks would suggest, Yuri-sensei.” 

“You’re not one to talk.” 

No matter the era, there’s but one reason for kids to go wrong: adults not 
acting right. 

“T mean, with all the entertainment Sugino-san has provided me at the 
risk of her life, isn’t it normal to feel compelled to return the favor?” 

‘What were you trying to do anyway by getting a job at the school a rela- 
tive of your victim attends?” 


“Blame the person who offered me the job.” 


Fair point. 

She only started working here after Sugino Sarasa had become Two—one 
month after the murder. Her nails must have looked different back then, and 
the police must not have bothered doing a DNA test on every single staff 
member nor comparing nail patterns. 

“T heard the police wanted to hear from a female staff member a while ago. 
Was that you?” 

“Yes, I didn’t have an alibi. But I was far from the only one, and I sent your 
DNA and fingerprints anyway.” 

That got a weird noise out of me. 

“Huh? My what?” 

“From the cup of herbal tea and the unfinished cookies. It wasn’t free of 
risk, but I bet on your DNA not having been checked since I heard you had an 
alibi. I would have garnered all suspicions if they’d found redundant data, but 
it seems they didn’t. Great. Isn’t it scary how easily you can create false 
charges?” 

Icouldn’t keep my jaw from dropping. 

“Tt’s people like you who accuse innocent people of being molesters.” 

“How about eradicating all molesters from this country before criticizing 
me?” 

Wow, sounds like she’s actually done it before... 

“Nothing good has happened since you came here. Sugino Two isn’t 
showing any sign of getting better, Nasu-kun got a one-centimeter hole 
bored in his stomach, Fukuda-san and Ozaki-san went crazy, Shiroyama- 
kun became a criminal, and there was even that whole fiasco with the baseball 
team and the fuck shed. I just find it hard to believe that this is all due to 
Sugino Two throwing people off.” 

Kojima averted her eyes. 

“Don’t pin it all on me. The baseball club has always been like that. There 


have been rumors about them since before I came here. ...Yuri-sensei, did you 


know that Taguchi-san, their former manager, has been coming to see me 
every day? She always cries, she says she can’t keep on living, that life is too 
painful.” 

That was a genuinely sad story. I also had my part of responsibility as a 
teacher. But— 

“So? What does any of that have to do with Sugino Two?” 

“Fight fire with fire? I expected a lot out of Shiroyama-kun, all for him to 
end up hospitalized... Seriously, what happened? I tried to ask him but he 
keeps avoiding me since.” 

“Tgnorance is a blessing in this case. Even I can’t believe they’ve come this 
far without actually killing anyone. And because of it, the baseball club you 
hate so much got crushed alongside the old baseball building. Did you only 
look at Sugino Two? That club is full of monsters, I wish someone would do 
something about it. I just can’t handle them anymore.” 

“So why are we here, Yuri-sensei? Please don’t tell me it’s to let me hear 
you complain.” 

“Beats me, you should ask Sugino Two. I don’t want to get too involved. 
I’m dying to go home, actually. Aren’t you a counselor? Then comfort me or 
something.” 

“T can’t quite grasp your character.” 

“T’m a misfortunate victim. Nothing more, nothing less.” 

“Misfortunate... You don’t get to say that when you’ve never experienced 
true misfortune.” 

I see. I had always found that ‘pretty counselor’ front off; it seemed that 
wasn’t because I was jealous of her as awoman. 

She was the one jealous of me. No need to observe her pupils, it was easy 
to tell from how she glared at me. 

“Must be nice to have everyone like you for no reason. To not be hated for 
saying common-sense things. Yuri-sensei, want to know what my nickname 


was in high school?” 


“What was it? 

“The Bitch.’” 

A succinct appellation filled to the brim with malice. I was at a loss for 
words. 

“T had never tried to seduce a man. I wasn’t even wearing a mini skirt, and 
I was just an A cup. But one day, out of nowhere, I got an email from a boy in 
the baseball club. ‘There’s something I want to talk about in private, please 
come to the clubroom.’ I wasn’t too displeased at the idea, so I went. I never 
imagined there would be other boys there.” 

Chills ran down my spine. 

“.Wait, are you-” 

“No. Similar things happen in every school, that’s all. I never expected it 
to be the case at the place where a rich daughter like Sugino-san attended.” 

Even she wouldn’t want to go back to that school after going through that. 

“They took pictures and videos so I couldn’t tell anyone, not even my par- 
ents. I had three abortions. You’re blessed, at least yours was from the man 
you like.” 

“Where did you hear that?” 

“T didn’t go searching for it; you hear all sorts of things when you spend 
all day in that seat. Anyway, being blackmailed and forced to hang out with 
boys earned me the girls’ hatred. My youth was black like tar. But since I 
started this job, I’ve seen many girls with the same nickname I once had. 
Every time I consoled one of them, I could tell myself, ‘You still had it easier 
than this girl.’ That was enough for me. Until that day, that night I passed by 
Sugino Sakura-san.” 

Ahh... 

I’ve also seen her. 

I’ve seen the hope dwelling inside her. 


My throat tightened, overwhelmingly so. 


“T still remember how pretty she was. She was walking while typing on her 
phone with a radiant smile—the polar opposite of me in high school. You 
know what happened when we passed each other? She giggled. Isn’t that 
more than good enough of a reason?” 

Indeed. 

Men aren’t the only ones who would feel compelled to make her suffer. 

According to Freud, women’s urge to destroy resists explanation. Men can 
at best imagine that ‘something is turmoiling inside their wombs.’ 

Because they’re not women. 

“Why are you not replying, Yuri-sensei?” 

The one who muttered that was Sugino Two. 

She had appeared from behind the water tank—the highest spot on the 
second building’s roof. 

She was leaning onto the catwalk’s iron fence, letting the cold gusts of 
wind fully expose the leggings under her short-hemmed skirt. I guessed 
those leggings were for show. At any rate, her delicate-looking, thin legs em- 
anated an inhuman beauty; she was a fairy to us turnip-legged women near- 
ing our thirties. 

“Tt’s just an old lady’s ugly jealousy, in sum. Put yourself in my shoes for 
getting killed because of that.” 

“Tm not done. Shiroyama-kun wasn’t targeting Two-chan, but you, 
Yuri-sensei.” 

«.Me?” 

“To put it simply, I couldn’t accept you being happy, I guess could you 
say? I also used to love a teacher in high school. He was a lot like Fujita-sensei. 
Mature and smart. But he already had a wife, and it’s even harder for The 
Bitch to confess to a teacher, wouldn’t you agree? It took me a lot of crying 
before I could give up on him. And yet, you didn’t hold back. You didn’t give 


up. Are you sure you’re not the one piling up false molestation charges?” 


I could only make an awkward smile at that accusation. The grass is 
greener on the other side, eh. 

“Unfortunately, I’m not so happy to be deserving of your jealousy.” 

Sugino Two clapped and interrupted this sad conversation between two 
middle-aged women. To someone as blessed as her, an adult’s grumbling 
was but a source of ennui. 

‘““We’ve now all learned one thing about you, Kojima-sensei: Just like us, 
you wish for the world to fall apart.” 

“Two-chan, you might not be insane, but you sure are amusing. Kids who 
aren’t right in the head are generally painful to look at, but you’re a blast. I 
mean it. Impersonators aren’t exactly rare, but I’ve never seen one go that far. 
I never imagined you’d end up like this.” 

Sugino shrugged at Kojima’s sneer. 

“T’m not like this because of you, Kojima-sensei. We’ve come all this way 
on our own will. We’ve been presented with choices and decided for ourselves. 
We became this way on our own. Now, Kojima-sensei. How will you resist us?” 

“Thanks for asking—how about this?” Kojima’s hand reached into her 
skirt’s pocket. Was that silver glimmer a knife? 

She was already grabbing me by the shoulder with her other hand. Some- 
thing sharp was pressing on my neck. 

“Now come down. If you refuse, I’ll slash Yuri-sensei’s throat open.” 

“Why a knife? I thought your strong suit was strangling.” My voice was 
trembling a bit. 

“T mean, strangling can take up to five minutes. And I need both hands. I 
can cut your carotid in a matter of seconds.” 

“You heard her, Yuri-sensei,” Sugino Two cackled. 

This fucking brat! 

“Sakura-chan didn’t scream, I wonder how it will be for you?” Kojima 


jeered. 


“You-” my voice cracked, “You won’t gain anything by taking me as a 
hostage, better to give up now. Got another plan to show us?” 

While I absolutely meant all I said there, my phrasing must have been sub- 
par; Kojima seemed to have taken it as a joke. 

“What is it, Yuri-sensei? Begging for your life? I don’t care what comes 
out of this. This world can go to hell for all I care.” 

“You can’t tell? She set you up! Of course she’s not going to come down!” 

“You think so? Let’s see how she reacts to seeing blood, then.” 

A cold sensation ran through me. I felt a stinging, throbbing pain. 

A warm liquid ran down my skin. Seeing my gown slowly getting tainted 
red by it, the crack in my voice became more pronounced. 

“Y-you should stop it, really. This won’t benefit you.” 

“Buying time now? Are your friends running around to tell the police 
maybe?” 

“Do you want to know where they are?” 

Sugino Two held her phone high up in the air. She swiftly pressed a button, 
which started the usual beeping. 

‘Beeeep beeeep beep beeeep beep... Beeeep beep beeeep beeeep... Beep 
beep... Beeeep beep beeeep beep beep... Beep beeeep beep beep... Beep beeeep... 
Beeeep beeeep beeeep beep beeeep beep...’ 

A ray of light beamed onto us. That was apparently a spotlight from the 
drama club. After some searching, the round source of light focused right on 
us. I was so dazzled my eyes were tearing up. 

The problem was the spotlight’s location: the first building’s rooftop. 
About 15 meters away from us. The light was too bright to have any idea what 
was going on there. 

A hint of caution appeared in Kojima’s voice, 

“Bottle rockets? It will be hard to land a shot on me here, this rooftop is 
much wider than the clubroom building, I can simply run away from the 


rockets. Also, if you hit me, Yuri-sensei would also go down-” 


“You still think they’ re the kind to care about that! ?” 

Kojima pushed me to face the light. I grabbed her arm in an attempt to 
escape, but was met with another cold sensation on my neck. 

“Don’t move! You’ll be my shield.” 

“T told you, I’m useless as a hostage!” 

A noise akin to a shriek resounded, and smoke rose at my feet. Sugino Two 
was laughing, 

“They are a fickle to adjust, you’re right on that. Our projectiles this time 
around are more flexible.” 

Slingshots—reinforced pachinko. 

Pachinko balls are dirt cheap, they could virtually have an endless amount 
of them. This weapon’s perk is that you can even use a random pebble as long 
as it’s of the right size. If they’d come prepared, they wouldn’t run out of 
ammo before the end of this battle. 

Also, it was fast to load. With an ammo box right next to you, it would take 
under ten seconds after shooting a ball to grab the other one and stretch the 
rubber band. The only thing that could stop this barrage would be for the rub- 
ber to snap. And even then, all that took to fix was switching to a spare sling- 
shot. One apparently cost 1,500 yen, so even high schoolers could buy two 
each with their allowance. 

Did Kojima have a way to attack snipers 15 meters away? Probably not. 
Unless she had a gun—but if she did, she would have already used it on me. 
And she wouldn’t need to tell Sugino Two to come down from the water tank. 

But even setting those reasons aside, this spotlight killed any hopes she’d 
have with a gun on its own. Not even Golgo 13 can shoot an opponent he can’t 
see. 

However, pachinko balls aren’t that potent. As I was wondering what had 


caused this mysterious smoke— 


A searing impact hit my right shoulder along with a bursting sound. My 
consciousness faded away for asecond and my knees gave in, but Kojima kept 
me from collapsing. 

“What the hell is this!?” 

I wish I knew. I raised my head and looked at my right shoulder. 

The white cloth had burn marks around where a hole had appeared. There 
was another hole beneath it—a red one. I nearly fainted again when I saw the 
yellow grease in the middle of that hole. As a woman, I was used to seeing 
blood, but injuries are always a special kind of scary. 

These were definitely not mere pachinko balls. Normal ones don’t have the 
firepower to dig into flesh. 

Another bursting sound. This time, it was Kojima who screamed. Her grip 
around me loosened. 

Having lost my support, I staggered for a few steps before sitting down on 
the concrete floor. Pain ran through my right shoulder as I tried to put my 
hands on the floor—I fell forward, now lying face down. 

I couldn’t tell what was going on like this. I gathered my strength and 
pushed against the floor with my left hand. I nearly screamed from my right 
shoulder rubbing against concrete, but I somehow got on my back. I could see 
Sugino Two sneering at me. 

“Tt’s nitroglycerin. Although the standard use case would call for mixing 
it with sawdust, here we’ve applied it onto 6mm steel pellets. And what 
you’ve seen is with just one drop. As for the choice of pellets, lead was cheaper 
but we didn’t want to be mean and give you lead poisoning, you see.” 

Was I meant to be grateful? 

So she hadn’t made her entrance from somewhere high to mimic heroes 
and feel cool. It was to not become a target. Since the snipers were amateurs 
and might miss some of their shots. 


“T-] can’t believe you also shot Yuri-sensei...” 


Kojima’s voice was closely followed by a nitro pellet flying right next to 
my head. They aren’t done. They had more in stock. This couldn’t be their 
trump card. 

I moved my head and looked in Kojima’s direction. She was holding onto 
her left arm about three meters away from me, the knife still in hand. The 
sleeve of her white gown was steeped in red, indicating a nitro pellet had hit 
her. 

But was that really her blood? 

A sound ripped through the air, and pain ran through my right leg. I didn’t 
have the energy to scream, I just groaned. 

It had hit me around my shin. Geez, how will they repay me if I can’t walk 
anymore after this. Though I guess a hit at my thighs might have damaged my 
femoral artery. Even with just a shot in the leg, death isn’t shy. 

Screaming more loudly than me, Kojima headed for the water tank with 
hazy steps. Was she intending to hide behind it? 

Unfortunately for her, that was Sugino Two’s territory. 

“Say, do you know about the deers in Nara Park?” Sugino Two looked 
down on Kojima with full composure as she spoke. “They used to be wor- 
shiped as divine messengers from the Kasuga Temple’s god, and killing one 
even by accident would get you the death penalty. You would be sent down a 
hole along with the deer’s carcass and have rocks thrown at you from above 
until you died. That law was only in place around the Edo Era though. But even 
to this day, people are being executed by lapidation all around the world. This 
is the world you wished for. The judiciary system won’t punish you. But, it 
also won’t protect you. This is the chaos you yearned for. You wouldn’t have 
had to undergo this suffering had you obediently let the police arrest you. 
Poor soul.” 

“Y-Yuri-sensei is more injured than me, you’re crazy.” 

“Please don’t get the wrong idea. You’ll go through much, much worse 


starting right now.” 


Sugino Two took out a small object from her pleated skirt’s pocket. She 


casually tossed it in the air towards Kojima. 


Illuminated by a powerful source of light, it flaunted sparkly glimmers of 
gold. 

It was an item you don’t see often in Japan, an egg decorated with colored 
paper and ribbons: an Easter egg. 

A prayer for rebirth, 


Packed with devastation. 


“Think about it for a second. This is how you should use nitro.” 


The flash burned my retinas, and the blast pierced my eardrums. 


Mission 11: All Evil Shall be Vanquished! 


~The Egg of Devastation~ 


“Minh. Ball bearings really are a must for explosives, eh. It’s too weak as 
is.” 

Kojima was lying on her back, placid. The entire frontage of her body was 
bright red—likely an after effect of the burn. And yet, she was still managing 
to produce faint noises and twitch her fingertips. 

“Oh my, you can still move? Can’t be helped. Koga-kun, finish the job.” 

“The hell’s that supposed to mean?” 

Raising my head off the ground, I could catch glimpses of Koga standing 
near the rooftop door, his phone in hand. 

He closed his phone. It seemed he didn’t belong to the slingshot squad. He 
must have been an irregular in case an emergency arose on this side. For ex- 
ample, to hold Kojima back in the eventuality she ran away from the nitro 
pellets in the direction opposite to the water tank. The same strategy as during 
the fight with the baseball club. 

“Tt’s never good to leave witnesses alive.” 

“Have you seriously not noticed? I just got a sobbing email from Satake.” 

“From Satake-kun?” 

Something resembling ire was mixed in Koga’s usual cold voice. 

“You tried to get Toujou and Takumi to kill Yurippe, didn’t you?” 

“What about it?” 

‘What did you do, tell them the wrong cloth colors by email while Mari- 
chan and Yurippe were taking their sweet time talking? After all, Yurippe cut 
her hair and they’re both wearing white gowns. Can’t tell them apart from 
the first building.” 

I was shocked to hear that they still had that level of compassion—and I 
didn’t seem to be the only one. 


“Weren’t you fine with killing anyone?” 


“No I’m fucking not. Satake’s the kind of guy to plunge to the depth of hell 
for you. And he called off the operation. Don’t forget all the taps we got from 
our great benefactor Shiroyama. The first building’s kinda far in terms of at- 
tack range, but it takes mere instants for signal to get there. They can hear 
everything we say.” 

“But they were to cut the speakers once the shooting started to not dam- 
age their ears with the explosion sounds.” 

“Must’ve used a telescope or opera glasses.” 

“Tt takes two arms to operate a slingshot, a scope would only lower their 
accuracy. This strategy hinged on the fact that even with rough aiming, you 
can hit anything if you just shoot enough times. They wouldn’t adjust their 
aim after every shot, we want rapid-fire-” 

“That’s why it’s Satake. He can’t use a slingshot with one arm. He must’ve 
had time to observe us with binoculars since he couldn’t partake in the fight.” 

“So Satake-kun betrayed me?” 

“You’re the traitor here, Sugino Two. Some shots might hit Yurippe; we had 
all accepted that. But look at her, she’s acomplete mess. Even I wouldn’t give 
her high chances of survival. Did you want to kill Mari-chan yourself? Then 
just say it, your method was fucking dirty. Traitors must be purged.” 

“Do you care about Yuri-sensei more than me?” Sugino Two quietly mut- 
tered in a sulky tone. “What’s the big deal anyway? She doesn’t have much 
longer to live.” 

So she does know. 

“T saw Yuri-sensei in the gynecology ward, that much was true. But it 
wasn’t for an abortion. ...She spent the whole summer break hospitalized at a 
cancer center. For first stage cervical cancer, of all things. An old lady de- 
prived of external contact who’s never even thought about the concept of pri- 
vacy in her life blabbered everything to me when I said I came to pay Yuri- 


sensei a visit. Apparently she went to the gynecology ward thinking she was 


pregnant, and they found cancer cells. So they removed her entire uterus — 
the fetus alongside, obviously.” 

Exactly, that’s all true. 

I have killed my child to allow myself to live. 

Koga asked in a stiff tone, 

“First stage cancer? Does that kill you?” 

“Tt doesn’t,” Sugino Two casually answered. 

“If you get it treated during the first stage, you have a roughly...80% 
chance, if I remember right, to be alive five years later. If you flip it over, how- 
ever, the remaining 20% will die no matter how much they try.” There, she 
put up asmile. “But you see, cancer treatment doesn’t just end at the removal. 
There’s also radiotherapy and pharmacotherapy—you must be thorough in 
burning the wound to avoid any relapses. It’s not the kind of process you can 
be discharged from in a month. And yet, she brazenly showed up to school on 
the new term. She assumed herself to belong to the remaining 20%, didn’t 
she? She didn’t want her hair to fall off and her body to grow all skin and 
bones due to chemotherapy, didn’t she? She was outraged at the notion that 
she might go through all that only to die anyway, wasn’t she? Most of all, she 
thought she would rather die than appear that pathetic, didn’t she? All I did 
was to grant her that wish. Didn’t you say something in that vein once? I just 
‘moved up the schedule.’” 

“Fuck no,” Koga took a step forward—as always, his hands stuck in his 
pockets and his back crouched. “Yurippe doesn’t deserve to die.” 

“Tell me then, who would fall in that ‘deserves to die’ category of yours?” 

“You, for example. A thickheaded uggo who doesn’t understand shit about 
men.” Only he, a boy of her age, could say that in this situation. “Mari- 
chan...Kojima said you weren’t crazy, that you weren’t ill. I get it now. Hos- 
pitals can’t fix a hideous personality. Either you come down on your own so I 
can kill you or I’m dragging you off there myself, I’ll give you five seconds to 


decide.” 


“Hahah, fine,” Sugino Two shrugged. “I don’t mind getting killed by you, 
Koga-kun. Though I still have a weapon, so I shall put up a ceremonial fight. 
I quite like the idea of offering up my life to leave a permanent scar on you.” 

Saying that, she picked up something at her feet. It seemed quite big. 

She put down that object on the fence, using it as a support; it was a 
bowgun about as wide as her. 

“However, this terrain gives me too big of an advantage. I will give you an 
opportunity, Koga-kun. This bowgun can shoot three arrows. If you manage 
to evade all three, you win. This string is too strong for me, you see.” 

“T’ll be using this, then,” Koga replied, taking out a slingshot from his 
jacket’s inner pocket. 

Does he also have nitro pellets? Showing off their weapons to each other makes 
this feel like a duel. 

No, hold on. If he’s hiding nitro pellets in his bbsom— 


Chills ran down my spine. This was bad. 


Even if Sugino Two didn’t land a single arrow on him, Koga would only 
need to slip up by inadvertence and the fall would cause the nitro pellets to 
explode. Right next to his abdomen. I highly doubted he had only one pellet 
on his person, so it would be a chain explosion. 

If one of those opened a hole in an organ or an artery, he would quickly die. 

On the other hand, since Koga’s turn came second, Sugino Two’s situation 
was barely lethal. She didn’t have anything to lose by missing with her arrows, 
and she could always hide behind the water tank if needed. From up there, 
she nullified all non-projectile weapons. Assassination garotte and pepper 
sprays and stun guns are meaningless if they can’t reach their target. 


Koga’s prospects were way too bad. 


Spreading out his slingshot’s arms, Koga muttered to himself, 

“Satake will be sad, but what can I do.” 

“Satake-kun? Why bring him up now?” 

“Because he’s not you.” 

This reply to Sugino Two’s complaint came from me, not Koga. I was using 
all the strength I could muster to speak. 

I couldn’t let this duel kick off. 

“T finally understand. I finally got what you really are. You see, I’ve always 
found it weird: Were you always this passionate about your sister? It sure 
doesn’t seem that way to me. And if you’ve chosen to be like this on your 
own...then maybe, your sister’s death was but a trigger for you.” 

«.What are you trying to imply?” 

“You’re the one longing for destruction and devastation. Am I wrong? 
You’re the one who wants to destroy everything. You only roped everyone 
into this because you don’t want to go down alone, didn’t you? You first de- 
stroyed yourself. You didn’t want to remain ‘Sugino Sarasa,’ did you? Even 
though your previous self was loved by many people. You then destroyed 
Nasu-kun’s heart. You destroyed Satake-kun’s body. You destroyed Toujou- 
kun’s self control. And just now, you destroyed both Kojima-sensei and I. Ta- 
kumi-kun will surely break sooner or later too. By doing so, you wanted to 
create a utopia where only the broken you and the empty Koga exist. As ex- 
pected of a high schooler’s idea, so childish,” I laughed on purpose—intend- 
ing to show off my composure as an adult. ““You’re completely mistaken on 
what’s happening here. The boys who shot their slingshots from over there 
and Koga-kun right here weren’t intending on murdering anyone. After all, 
their only goal is to see this through to its end for Satake-kun’s sake. Not for 
you. So tell me, Miss I Let Other People Do All the Hard Work, what are you 
doing here?” 


“Koga-kun. Could you shut this woman’s mouth?” 


“Do it yourself,” Koga turned down Sugino’s irate demand. “I’m pretty 
darn curious about the rest.” 

“Do you really want me to use one of my three arrows on her?” 

“T’ve got nothing to lose from letting her speak, that’s all.” 

“This thing is heavy, it’s a pain to change the aim.” 

“Then ignore her. She’s just talking and can’t do crap anyway, what’s the 
harm? It has no impact on our one-on-one.” 


That’s where you’re wrong. 


I tried moving a hand. My nerves seemed intact. I tested the right hand too, 
just in case. I brought them up to my face; all fingers were there. A godsend. I 
had a clear visual on Sugino, too. 


If I wanted to prevent the Koga VS Sugino duel, I had to act now. 


Sugino Two remained wary of me but didn’t take her eyes off Koga. 
I used that opportunity to put a hand in my pocket. I found my 100-yen 
plastic case. It was a small box where I put various accessories. I was lucky the 


nitro pellets hadn’t broken it. Especially the pipe of vinyl chloride. 


PVC: 250 yen a meter. A saw: 105 yen at the 100-yen store. L-size latex 
gloves for experiments: 45 yen per glove. 10 mm-diameter Pyrex test tubes: 
two for 16 yen. A tape of aluminum foil, which has few chemical reactions: 
4,00 yen. A glass cutter for making stained glass: 3,000 yen. 

HIgh octane gasoline: 130 yen a liter. 


Pure sodium crystals: priceless. 


I cut the bottoms off the two thin test tubes with the glass cutter. I put the 
gasoline and sodium crystals in one of the bottoms, then stuffed the other 
one in it and sealed the capsule with aluminum tape. I put water from the tap 
in the upper tube bottom, and closed it off at the top with plastic wrap and a 
rubber band. It was 3.5 cm long in total. 

I put the gloves from which I’d preemptively cut off the thumb part over 
an end the section of PVC I had in my possession to make a barebone slingshot. 
The same kind Kawasaki had made the other day. I loaded the glass capsule 
in there. 

Now I only needed to pull on the glove, which contained the capsule, and 
release it. 


It flew more straight than I expected. 


Sugino Two furrowed a brow at the sound of glass shattering. 

Immediately after—a bright flame spawned right next to her. 

Sodium is Na, water is H20. They react together to form NaOH, sodium 
hydroxide, while leaving behind an H—pure hydrogen. It can suddenly ig- 
nite/explode. Furthermore, the high-octane gasoline that acts as a barrier for 


the sodium strengthens the combustion. 


I’ve learned this method from you all. 


This is an authentic Molotov cocktail. 


It wasn’t powerful enough to open a hole in the water tank, as expected, 
but the fire still caught onto Sugino Two’s long black hair. She finally raised 
a scream. She dropped the bowgun and lunged at the tank to put out the 


flames assailing her. 


One shot wasn’t enough to kill her, eh. 

I scoured the plastic case with my trembling hands. I had prepared a sec- 
ond glass capsule. 

As I was about to insert it into the pipe, someone grabbed my wrist. My 
blood-steeped arm. 

“What the hell?! What are you doing?! Why are you the one doing it?!” 

That was Koga’s voice. His scream, rather. 

“You’re not the kind to do that, are you?! Get mad at us like you always do! 
Tell us not to do these stupid things! Why...why are you trying to become a 
murderer too?!” 

Something warm touched my cheeks. 

It must have been tears. 


“1m fucking sick of all this killing and being killed!” 


Final Mission: Our Perfect Crime! 
~Thus Spoke the Enigma~ 


And so, I ended up switching places with Fujita in the hospital. My nerves 
were alright but the nitro pellets had generated cracks in my bones and 
gouged out some flesh, the latter of which would leave scars. Although I 
wasn’t exactly in a place in life to think about marriage, it was quite awful of 
them. Meanwhile, Sugino Two got out of it with just her beautiful black hair 
burnt and benign burns. Truly unfair. 

Surgery wards are meant to be as boring a place as they can be, but I barely 
had any time to sleep with police officers and doctors showing up at my door 
one after the other. I still insisted on reading the newspapers, thinking the 
school explosion case would be a huge deal, but it turned out memories got 
overwritten almost immediately by another explosion incident, burying ours 
beneath it. A few people died in that other one. 

The swarm of online users initially desperate to doxx this ‘evil female 
teacher who tried to burn a high school girl alive with sodium’ also seemed to 
have quickly switched to that new case. Crowds are the apotheosis of irre- 
sponsibility. Anyway, I think news sites should include a summary blurb 
somewhere. Even people who actually partook in it sometimes got confused 
trying to tell whether they were talking about what happened at our school or 
somewhere else. 

It was only a week later that Satake, whose bedridden lifestyle had just 
come to an end, barged here to pay mea visit alongside the Perfect Crime Club 
boys...lavishly gifting me a dozen novels about terrorist bombing. 

“Pretty darn crazy what happened, eh? Still, you’re gonna get Fujita to 
marry you, right?” 

“How many times do I need to repeat myself? I’m not planning on mar- 
rying anyone yet.” 


“Gee, no need to put up a front.” 


“Aren’t you the one doing that, Satake-kun?” 

“Huh? This guy’s livin’ the normie life right now,” Toujou butted in. 
“Sugino Two’s hella free ’cause of all that so she sends him an email every 
two minutes.” 

“She’s actually sending those to all of us, but we got a gentleman’s agree- 
ment that only Satake-senpai can reply to them.” 

Everyone has their own way of reaching happiness, I guess. 

“Anyway Yurippe,” Toujou changed the topic, “you got your permit for 
hazardous substances and your teaching license revoked, plus attempted 
murder charges on your back, how are ya gonna make a living now?” 

“Tt feels awkward to tell you guys but...well, I have a ton of free time ahead 
of me, so I’m going to undergo chemotherapy.” 

“For your cervical cancer?” 

“Yes. I don’t know, I just felt really stupid for being afraid of doing it. I'll 
think of what to do after that when the time comes. Hospitals are boring and 
it looks like I might get a suspended sentence, so maybe I’! study for a coun- 
seling license and take care of juvenile criminals or something like that.” 

«.You can do that?” 

“Don’t you think I’d be even more credible with a criminal record? Also, 
even Kojima-sensei could do it, no reason I can’t.” 

Despite all I’d said to her face, she might actually have been a good coun- 
selor before crossing Sugino One’s path. 

Takumi, however, tilted his neck. 

“Uhhh, w-would you...” 

Shut up. 


As for the nitroglycerin, Satake, who was responsible for making it, 
pleaded “It was an accident, I swear I didn’t mean to make that” in tears over 


and over, and ultimately got his referral taken away, his graduation for this 


year revoked, and had to take the same final exams as second years. Sugino, 
on her side, was extremely likely to be judged for accidental infliction of in- 
jury. Meanwhile, I got an attempted murder charge despite serious injuries... 
I didn’t like it. I should’ve made an appeal for self-defense. 

Kojima suffered from burns all over the front half of her body, but nothing 
life-threatening. However, she would now have to overcome many chal- 
lenges, both on a social and mental level. She was investigated for suspicion 
of murder in a previous case and for attempted murder. She obviously would 
have it harder than me. Though it felt strange to empathize, considering 
she’d almost killed me at one point. Telling apart my enemies from my allies 
was a puzzle in and of itself. 

As for the ‘shooting squad’ that had taken shots at Kojima (and, frankly, 
mainly me) with slingshots, there was no actual proof to pin them down. 
They started taking away all the material present on the first building’s roof- 
top right after sending Koga that email (the perpetrators, Kawasaki and 
Toujou, apparently wore the thickest kind of bike gloves when handling the 
nitro pellets), and the Easter egg bomb had acted as a nice brush to clear out 
other nitro traces. Ultimately, they had Sugino Two bear all the crimes mainly 
for the scumbag reason that she would get more compassion in court for be- 
ing a family member of the victim. 

Not only had they agreed on this from the onset, Satake couldn’t cover up 
for that even if he wanted since his broken arm had yet to heal, meaning he 
physically couldn’t use a slingshot. 

The slingshot squad was genuinely sorry for having mixed me and Kojima 
up, with Toujou coming to visit me every day since I got hospitalized only to 
be locked out by the police officers, so I decided to go along with their version. 
For them, not for Sugino Two. 

Four high schoolers in a shared hospital room would be too noisy so I got 
them to put me in a wheelchair and drive me to a room dedicated to chatting 


with visitors. On the way, we met someone very unexpected. 


“Huh? Whatcha doin’ here, Third?” 

It was Tachibana Masaki, wearing a yellow T-shirt. Given the phone 
hanging off his hips via a chain, he didn’t seem to be a patient. He wasn’t with 
his pretty girlfriend today. Toujou pointed at him before Koga could say an- 
ything, 

“Dude, why the hell are you here! ?” 

“Well, some fish- obsessed moron insisted on doing a visiting & collecting 
tour, so yeah... And Tokyo’s hospitals are so goddamn crowded one of the 
guys on our list got sent all the way here. ...Also, nobody said you could call 
me dude, who the hell even are you, dude?” 

“First, who are you?!” 

Tachibana Masaki handed him a stylish business card he must have de- 
signed himself on a PC, but Toujou didn’t have anything to give in return so 
he tried to compensate by using his phone’s infrared connection, which in- 
stantly earned him a scolding from a nearby nurse. 

Once the nurse’s glare disappeared, Koga deeply lowered his head. 

“Tt has been a while.” 

“Ts that all you can say?” 

“Ts your girlfriend not with you today?” 

“Stuff happened.” 

“Did it not work out again?” 

“Don’t say ‘again,’ I ain’t Asami Mitsuhiko.43 Teach, wanna exchange 
mail addresses?” 

“Masaki-san, she’s in STEM.” 

“Ugh, nevermind. No way in hell. I’ll pass on women for a while, just 


gonna go with paper, JPGs, and Love Plus.” 


43 The titular detective from Uchida Yasuo’s travel mystery novel series. While he encounters 
many women over the course of the cases he investigates, these never develop into a serious 
relationship, often due to these women being already married or having complicated cir- 
cumstances. 


...l agreed people like me shouldn’t date high schoolers, but I failed to un- 
derstand what exactly about STEM teachers got that reaction in him. 

As he was about to leave, Koga yet again lowered his head to Tachibana. 

“Masaki-san, I’m really sorry.” 

“Gee, you keep saying the same stuff. Don’t you know other words, igno- 
ramus?” 

“No, I meant to say I won’t ask to come back to your side anymore.” 

“Finally caught on to reality?” 

“Something like that. ...Can I send you emails every once in a while?” 

“You better make them fun. Your stories are always so damn boring.” 

“.Erm, are instructions to make nitroglycerin fun?” 

“Don’t bother, I already know.” 

Tachibana waved his hand around as he walked off in the direction of the 
elevators. We got to the chatting room and bought drinks at the vending ma- 
chine. These kids sure had guts to have the patient they were visiting pay for 
them. 

“You and Tachibana-kun are pretty close, huh.” 

Koga shrugged at my remark. 

“Masaki-san is just kind.” 

“T thought he was bullying you at first.” 

“Same,” Toujou added. 

“Wait, why am I the only one lost?” Kawasaki interjected. 

“Tt’s pretty much what you’d expect. I kept causing him trouble.” 

“Why did you change schools? He’s a nice big brother to you.” 

“Big brother...?” A puzzled look appeared on Koga’s face, as his grip on 
the paper cup containing his coke held strong; he fell into thoughts for a bit. 
“T mean, sure he’s like half-a-year older, but like...we’re in the same grade.” 

“Isn’t he your big brother though? Just from a different mother.” 

“We have different mothers yeah...but also different fathers.” 


“Huh? So you aren’t siblings?” 


“What! ?” the others shouted in reaction, and Koga shook his head in panic. 

“How did you even get that idea? ...Do I resemble him in any way?” 

The aimless trio shook their heads in unison. 

“Nope, not a smidgeon of a shadow of a hint of resemblance, don’t worry,” 
Toujou bluntly said. 

“Tf anything, what does that annoying pretty boy have in common with an 
iron mask like you?” Satake asked. 

“Yeah, feels like he lives in a different world than us, doesn’t he? As in, a 
world only handsome people can see, that is,” Kawasaki added. 

Somewhat confused, I still managed to string words together, 

“T mean...your father-in-law is a secretary for the Congressman Tachi- 
bana, so...” 

“My actual father also worked as a secretary for Tachibana-sensei.” 

“Huh!?” 

“What the hell were you fantasizing, Yurippe?” 

“But didn’t you transfer here to hide an inconvenient fact?” 

“What, something happened to ya?” Toujou asked. 

“«..I guess it’s been long enough, fine.” 

The Enigma thus decided to reveal his identity, a soft drink in hand. Koga 
spoke with tottering words while scratching his cheek with his fingertip. 

“Tm, like, what you’d call a lifelong classmate. ...I’ve been at Masaki- 
san’s side since kindergarten.” 

“Wouldn’t ya call that a childhood friend normally?” 

“Those are different. I was told to look after Masaki-san ’cause his father 
was putting bread on our table.” 

“Look after him? How so?” 

“If Masaki-san ever got into a fight, I would get punched in his stead. If 
Masaki-san was to get scolded by a teacher, I would take the hit for him. If 
Masaki-san forgot his homework, I would change the name on my notebook 


to his and submit it for him. If Masaki-san forgot his recorder, I would skip 


classes and go get it. If Masaki-san forgot his bento, I would offer him my 
lunch. If I got an email from Masaki-san, I had to reply within two minutes.” 

“D-do politicians’ secretaries have to do all that?” 

Everyone was put off by this world beyond our wildest imagination, but 
Koga just sighed. 

“T’ve always been told to act that way, but like, I wasn’t really good at it. I 
mean, to begin with, he doesn’t need any of that to have pretty good grades, 
I’m dumber than him, I just kept holding him back...” 

‘Dumb.’ In the midterm test, Koga had gotten a 92 in chemistry and an 86 
in math. His english grades were below that, but he definitely belonged to the 
model student group. 

“Masaki-san, like, casually gets top-three grades.” 

“1’m in despair! Not only is he handsome, he also got a high standard 
score!? Is this what true despairing despair looks like?!” Kawasaki shouted, 
holding his head. 

“T also joined the basketball club because Masaki-san was in it. He’s ac- 
tually kinda good at sports, but he always ended up on the bench cause he 
skips practice while I was a regular, which just made it even more awkward.” 

““.Thinking about it, even on a bench or in a practice match, you’d be on 
the side cheering, huh... What kind of second year goes outside during the 
match to flirt with awoman?” Satake remarked. 

“‘He’s a free spirit. Makes it ever harder to adjust. There was a girl among 
the other lifelong classmates who diligently made him a bento every single 
day like Sugino Two in hopes he’d go out with her. All three children in our 
family were boys and my dad never digested that. That’s why I’m 
Third. ...Why do you think I’m the same age as Masaki-san?” 

“TI mean, is there a reason for that?” 

“There is, actually. They made me as soon as the pregnancy of Tachibana- 


sensei’s wife was confirmed in hopes of me being in the same grade year. 


There’s seven years between me and my youngest big bro. Twelve with the 
oldest one. My mom was 39 so it was kinda borderline in many ways.” 

“The hell, Koga really was an overplanned child...” Toujou was stunned. 

“Twelve years apart, huh, kinda like Sazae-san.” 

Huh, so he was the Third Child, not the First Child...44 

Koga himself was composed. 

‘What was it again...you must’ve seen it before. That thing where parents 
make a second child to do a bone marrow transplant onto their firstborn to 
cure their leukemia. Some people say that gene manipulation and cloning are 
God’s domain, but you don’t need to know shit about science to create a life.” 

“T’d definitely lose it if that was me...” Satake muttered. 

His parents’ philosophy in education transpired through the fact Koga 
was aware of his situation. 

“Actually, my dad wanted to make me Masaki-san’s little brother...but 
like, honestly, I wasn’t super good at dealing with him.” 

“You don’t fucking say!” 

I’d heard these topics get sorted out much quicker when left to the chil- 
dren. 

Everybody looked exasperated. 

“But after coming here and taking some distance, I finally realized. Eve- 
rything in my life, I actually got from him. Nothing was truly my own.” 

“But then, why did you transfer away?” 

“TJ... Eh, fine, just don’t post it online. Remember Shinjuku’s Reverse Jack 
the Ripper thing from June or July? Well, my youngest big bro did that.” 

It took me a bit to process Koga’s matter-of-fact revelation. 


“Erm... So, you are...?” 


44 Tn the 1996 anime Neon Genesis Evangelion, Ayanami Rei, which Koga has been compared 
to a lot, is the First Child, while Ikari Shinji, the protagonist, is the Third Child. 


“The little brother of the guy who killed three men and one woman. Stay- 
ing in Tokyo wasn’t an option so I ran away.” After saying that, he repeated 
his own words. “...Oh, I see, I ran away.” 

«A la Nobody to Watch Over me?” 

“The what? Anyway, my life vanished the day my youngest brother died. 
He stabbed an officer and tried to kill Masaki-san, but got the tables turned 
on him.” 

“How so...?” 

“Well, the official version is that a piece of furniture randomly fell and 
crushed him. But when we got the coffin from the police, it was so light I took 
a peek in secret. It only contained a hand. No idea how you can even end up 
like that.” 

“Y-yeah, seriously, what the fuck happened?” 

“Since he died, I can’t hear his defense. It’s too late to have him pass a 
psychiatric assessment, and I don’t know, it just feels wrong to ask Masaki- 
san. But like, to kill four people and go for two more, you gotta be a psychotic, 
bloodthirsty maniac. Masaki-san’s amazing for surviving being targeted by 
a guy like that. For your own sake, don’t think of him as a human.” 

‘““Amazing,’ dude...” 

“T mean, ’cause of the age gap we never really played together so I was 
closer to Masaki-san—despite the awkwardness—and it’s fucking creepy 
that he kept killing boys my age, I still don’t really resent him, but yeah, I’m 
not sad either. It was a shock, though, yeah. And...probably because he died 
before saying anything, the media surrounded our house. Even if you were 
hungry, you couldn’t go out for groceries or order takeout. We got doorbell 


and phone call pranks every fifteen minutes or so, and just when I thought it 


45 Movie written and directed by Kimizuka Ryouichi, who is mainly known for Bayside Shake- 
down. It follows a 15-year-old girl and the policeman charged to protect her from the public 
outrage following the arrest of her brother on suspicion of having murdered two elementary 
students. 


was time for adults to get a grip and do something about it, my dad hung him- 
self before we could even hold my brother’s funeral. His salary came from 
Tachibana-sensei after all. Didn’t know where to put himself, I guess. But I 
didn’t know crap about funerals and I wasn’t sure whether I should call an 
ambulance or the police, I don’t even know if you’re supposed to call the po- 
lice for a suicide, and looking at my dad hanging off his office’s ceiling with 
shit on his pants didn’t feel real and I didn’t find anything else to do so I just 
returned to my bedroom and played games and stuff. Then some time passed 
and I got hungry. There was just one cup of ramen left in the kitchen, so I 
boiled water and all, and my mom came back then. She was like, ‘What are 
you doing?’ So I told her, ‘Can’t you see, I’m hungry so I’m eating ramen,’ 
but then she got super mad at me for eating in that situation, and I got mad 
back at her ’cause it wasn’t my fault that I got hungry, it just happens. Even- 
tually I had no idea what either of us were even saying, and she grabbed a 
knife and spouted stuff about dying together and crap. The next thing I knew, 
I was at Masaki-san’s doorstep. Dunno what I said, maybe ‘Help me, I’m 
gonna die,’ who knows. My phone couldn’t get through with all the prank 
calls, and the house was surrounded by the media and onlookers, so I have no 
idea how I even got there. Genuinely. And here’s the funny punchline: I was 
actually barefoot and still holding the ramen and chopsticks.” 
Nobody found it in them to interject. 


How was one supposed to laugh at that? 


In the dead of the night. A boy frantically running from his family, from 
society, from the dread of death. His soles must have been grazed from run- 
ning barefoot on the asphalt. The only thing in his possession was a cup of 


half-eaten ramen. 


A world filled with a different type of despair than the ones Kojima and I 
knew. I had lost the warranty for my life, Kojima had lost her pride as a 
woman, and he had lost everything aside from his life. 

That night, the reset button was pressed on his 16 years. 

Once you’ve experienced almost being murdered by your own mother, I 


doubt many things can make your pupils move. 


“But it was just after Masaki-san had also been at risk of death, so to them 
I must’ve been a shameless idiot they could’ ve let die. Chasing me out would 
have been the natural thing to do. But yeah, he’s a really good person. So he 
helped me out.” 

“A g-good person...?” 

“He called the cops and had my mom sent to a hospital with actual cells, 
then held a funeral for my brother and dad and buried them. Well, the secre- 
taries did all the paperwork and Tachibana- sensei paid for it, but it only hap- 
pened because Masaki-san told them to. Then I wasn’t sure of what was hap- 
pening but I guess I became Koga-san’s son. I got put on a train, taken out of 
Tokyo to arandom, empty apartment in a city I’d never set foot in before and 
got told to live there from that point on. ‘You have anewname in anewschool, 
so forget everything that happened and lead a normal life.’” 

So when Youka Academy told me they never had a student named Koga 
and hung up on me, that was a sort of witness protection program—a meas- 
ure against the media to protect the privacy of victims’ families. 

“He gives me a 150k allowance every month, he’s a good person. But I was 
just lost on what to do. Had no idea what ‘normal’ was even supposed to look 


like. The next thing I knew, I was visiting the clubroom.” 


The first thing Koga had told them was ‘Teach me how to kill people.’ 


“But I’m not like Sugino Two, I didn’t wanna avenge anyone. It’s just that 
I’m the lil’ bro of a murderer and also kind of a clone made for Masaki-san’s 
sake. So that was the only way I could think of to reach his world. Like, ‘If I 
kill one or two people, I might get closer to my brother’s or Masaki-san’s 
world.’ And you know, maybe I could overcome my brother or something by 
challenging Masaki-san. But then I tried, and the more I did the more I felt 
like I was under a giant misconception.” 

“Y’m freaking glad you realized, you have no idea!” it wasn’t really for 
Toujou to say, but I wholeheartedly agreed with him nonetheless. 

I could discern some sadness in Koga’s eyes. 

‘Remember the kid who was abused next to my apartment? You know how 
he said he wanted to stay with his parents even if they were abusive? Even 
though they’d already killed his big sister or brother. Well, I used to think my 
brother completely deserved to die for what he did. If you kill four people, 
you’ll obviously get a death penalty. I didn’t find it sad at all. I’m just like 
Shiroyama’s parents. I abandoned my family. I couldn’t kill anyone so I still 
can’t tell you how he felt, but I’m sure my brother wasn’t just a deviant. He 
had at least a few things going for him. And now his profiling data is gone, 
my dad died, and my mom went crazy, so I’m the only one who remembers 
him. I had to be the one to stand up for him. Even if it meant becoming a mon- 
ster. I shouldn’t have run away even if the whole world rejected me, and yet I 
was carefreely playing games and eating ramen. Not even damned to choose 
who to kill and how myself. That’s why I couldn’t break out from being Ma- 
saki-san’s dog. I now finally get it. How could I hope to have anything inter- 
esting to talk about?” 

Koga sighed, then wrapped up his story, 

“T was only an enigma because I myself had no idea who I even was, that’s 


really all. I’m the little brother of a serial killer. I had no awareness of it at all.” 


To him, the Perfect Crime Club had been a way to find himself. 


Maybe that had also been the case for Sugino Two. 


Koga lowered his head again. 

“Really sorry again. I thought you guys were bleak otaku with weird hob- 
bies. I looked down on you. Even though I wasn’t much better myself.” 

“.1 mean, Toujou is weird, it’s fine.” 

“You are too, Satake!” 

“T’m pretty normal tho.” 

“Shut up, Takumi!” 

“..You guys are good friends, huh.” 

I was smiling, but my genuineness didn’t seem to have gotten across. 
They gave me confused looks. 

“Sugino-san too, she just got a bit spoiled because you guys were too kind 
to her. It should have been my role to be stricter with her. I’m sorry I’m such 
a bad adult.” 

“You aren’t bad at all, Yurippe. I mean, yeah, you’re completely fine com- 
pared to my parents.” 

“Um, please don’t compare me to them. It’s too heavy for me.” 

There, Satake asked with no abashment, 

“Actually. If your cervical cancer was just on stage one, couldn’t you have 
just cut out the cancer and gave birth to the kid? Why did you remove it all?” 

“T know you can. I’m still a scientist. I just...lacked the courage.” 

“Yurippe not being courageous... Is this a joke?” 

“It’s just that scary to bear the responsibility for another life, even for 
your own child.” 

As I said that, a knock resounded on glass. Fujita was tapping on the chat- 


ting room’s big window. A bouquet of casa blanca in hand. 


The four stupid boys grimaced upon looking back, grabbed their paper 
cups, then, for whatever reason, all left the room walking like crabs while 


shouting one-liners like ‘Damn normies!’ 


I thought I had lost the warranty for my life. I sometimes resented Fujita 
for it. Sometimes so much I felt like killing him. 

However, in reality, Inever had sucha thing. Neither I, Fujita, nor the high 
schoolers brimming with juvenile hope ever did. 

Even then, we keep on living. Even if we are lost on what to do. 

Even then, we keep on living. Even if we don’t know what tomorrow will 
look like. 


“Tt has been a while, Koga-san.” 

It had been about three months since I first met him. For our second time, 
he was waiting for me at a coffee shop near the station. 

I gave him a bow, then he flattened his paper cup and threw it in the bin. 

“Shall we go, then?” 

“Oh right, I don’t have coffee or tea at home.” 

“Tt’s okay, I just came to check on you. No need to accommodate me.” 

“T’m sorry, my apartment’s super messy.” 

“T expected as much, you’re still a boy.” 

Koga Kazunari was smiling, but that smile froze as soon as I opened the 
door to the one-room apartment. 

Outside of the pipe bed, the wardrobe cases, and the kotatsu on which a 
laptop was resting, there was no space to walk. The flooring was occupied al- 
most entirely with piles of plastic and cardboard boxes. The former mainly 
contained maquettes, and the latter books. 

“A boy’s...room, yeah...” 

“T’m sorry. But these aren’t mine. Just stuff visitors left behind. They al- 
ways come here ’cause they don’t have anywhere to go. And I don’t have par- 
ents.” 

“Are those visitors your friends?” 

““.Yes. Ah, all men, though. I haven’t let women in.” 

“What is this?” 

He pointed at a plastic model of a Japanese-styled house which still 
smelled like solvent sitting on top of a plastic case, so I told him, scratching 
my cheek, 

“Uh, what was it again, a maquette of The Honjin Murders’ locked room...” 


“Honjin...?” 


“Kindaichi Kousuke’s first case or something. He’s famous for The Village 
of Eight Graves and The Inugami Curse, but apparently Honjin’s the best one.” 

“Kindai... O-oh, those mystery novels?” 

“Careful, the lacquer hasn’t dried yet, you’1l get it on your hand. You need 
thinner to make it come off and I’ll get yelled at.” 

After some hesitation, he picked up a book of unconventional size from 
the floor. It was large and thick like a textbook. 

“Top 100 Honkaku Mystery Novels...” 

“That book’s self-published but a friend recommended I learn from it.” 

“You need to read a hundred of those?” 

I had so many things to study, I wouldn’t have any free time for a good 
while. 

Then, a popular male solo musician’s voice came through the phone in my 
pocket. 

“T’m sorry, I forgot to turn it off.” 

“Tt’s okay, you can pick up.” 

Even with his approval, I felt apologetic as I looked away, opened my 
phone, pushed a button on it, and placed it near my mouth. 

“What is it, Toujou, I’m busy. ...A TV special of the Asama-Sanso incident? 
I don’t care, record it yourself. You want it as a .avi? Don’t you have money? 
Buy yourself a damn tuner for your PC.” 

I kept the short call with brief, strong replies and hung up there. Call time: 
26 seconds. These guys were such a handful. 

When my phone switched to the lock screen, the email icon was flickering. 
I took a peek inside. 

“Ugh, 12 emails and they’re all from Sugino Two... The heck are you doing 
Satake, I freaking can’t.” As I was talking to myself, I suddenly remembered 
he was here and lowered my head. “I’m really sorry.” 

For some reason, he seemed to be smiling. 


“Looks like you’re doing well. ‘Normally.’” 


I was startled by these words. 
“Ts...this normal?” 


“How is it not?” 


The boundless freedom sprawling before me was just a tiny bit smaller 
than before. 


I was finally standing inside the frame of ‘normalcy.’ 


Extra Mission: Perfect Crimes Are Forever 


‘“.Ugh, a damn relic. First time I see a CRT monitor.” 

“Oh, it has WindowsXP though, that’s kinda rare.” 

“Eh, I think Vista has it beaten. Both in rarity and being useless.” 

“The memory’s so darn crappy, looks like we’re gonna have to install 
more.” 

“Bruh, Google Chrome isn’t fast at all! There’s no point! Nico lives aren’t 
even live!” 

“Isn’t that a line speed problem?” 

“How were the previous guys doing anything!?” 

“Oh yeah, speaking of, I heard rumors they were making nitroglycerin in 
here. And that caused the whole club to get shut down.” 

“Huh? You can make that?” 

“Yeah, by extracting it from glycerin, I’m pretty sure.” 


“Hey...you think perfect crimes are possible?” 


Fin 
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